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ABSTRACT 
The Role of Conversation in How Educational Services Assistant Superintendents Lead 
Change 
by Lisa Nicole Paisley 
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation as depicted by Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) 4 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality.  
Methodology: A qualitative, phenomenological approach was used in this study in order 
to describe the lived experiences and behaviors of exemplary leaders.  The target 
population was educational services assistant superintendents in Southern California.  
Participants were selected using a purposeful, nonprobability, convenience sampling.  
Data gathering took the form of semistructured, in-depth interviews, observations, and 
artifact collection.  Interviews were conducted using a protocol designed by the team of 
collaborative peer researchers in order to gain insight into leaders’ perceptions of their 
conversational leadership experiences.  Triangulation with observational notes and 
artifacts served to increase the validity of interview data.  All data were entered into 
NVivo software to assist in analyzing patterns and predicting themes for coding. 
Findings: Close analysis of interview notes and transcripts, observations, and artifacts 
resulted in total of 25 themes and 447 frequencies among the 4 elements of 
conversational leadership.  Ten key findings were identified across the areas of intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. 
viii 
Conclusions: The study supported the 4 elements of conversational leadership proposed 
by Groysberg and Slind (2012b) and identified specific behaviors that exemplary leaders 
practice within each.  Four conclusions were drawn based on the data and findings.  
Educational services assistant superintendents who want to become transformational 
conversational leaders should (a) practice careful listening to create an environment of 
trust and support intimate communication structures within their organizations, 
(b) facilitate a variety of collaborative groups using a process for the exchange of ideas to 
establish dynamically interactive organizations, (c) invite shared leadership opportunities 
to nurture a climate of inclusivity, and (d) continually focus conversation of the 
organization’s purpose to ensure collective understanding and clarity of direction. 
Recommendations: Further research of private sector leaders and assistant 
superintendents in regions outside of Southern California should be conducted.  In 
addition, the element of intimacy in the workplace requires more attention in the field of 
conversational leadership. 
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PREFACE 
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study 
Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) conversational leadership in multiple types of 
organizations, four faculty researchers and 12 doctoral students discovered a common 
interest in exploring the ways exemplary leaders practice conversational leadership using 
the four elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.  This resulted in 
a thematic study conducted by a research team of 12 doctoral students.  
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on the behaviors of 
top executives in elementary education as they lead their organizations through 
conversation.  Exemplary leaders were selected by the team from various public, for-
profit, and nonprofit organizations to examine the behaviors these professionals used.  
Each researcher interviewed 10 highly successful professionals to describe how they led 
their organizations through conversation using each of the four elements outlined in Talk, 
Inc. by authors Groysberg and Slind (2012b).  To ensure thematic consistency, the team 
cocreated the purpose statement, research questions, definitions, interview questions, and 
study procedures.  The team agreed that for the purpose of increased validity, data 
collection would involve method triangulation and would include interviews, 
observations, and artifacts.  
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the other 
researchers who conducted this thematic study.  The researcher and her fellow doctoral 
students and peer researchers studied exemplary leaders in the following fields: Nikki 
Salas, city managers; Jacqueline Cardenas, unified school district superintendents; Chris 
Powell, elementary principals; Kristin Brogan-Baranski, elementary superintendents, 
xvii 
educational services assistant superintendents; Jennifer LaBounty, community college 
presidents; Robert Harris, high school principals; John Ashby, middle school principals; 
Tammie Castillo Shiffer, regional directors of migrant education; Cladonda Lamela, chief 
nursing officers; Vincent Plair, municipal police chiefs and sheriffs; Qiana O’Leary, 
nonprofit executive directors; and this researcher studied educational services assistant 
superintendents. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
The world today may be simultaneously bigger and smaller than it ever has been 
before.  Humanity has embarked on the ultimate panoptic state of globalization.  The 
ability to instantaneously move money, goods, and information within and between 
countries has narrowed the gap of cultural differences that once existed.  Travel and 
immigration bring people from across the globe physically closer.  The ability to extend 
one’s physical and digital reach beyond the immediate environment connects the world’s 
cultures (Gardner, 2007).  This new reach extends individual and organizational 
boundaries and brings together formerly distant people and ideas.  The convergence of 
global diversity presents communication challenges unique to this century. 
Five major areas of change present an opportunity to examine the communication 
necessary to navigate the globalization of the 21st century: global, economic, 
organizational, generational, and technological (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  As a result 
of the global change described above, workforces are more diverse than ever before.  
Effective communication across borders and within a variety of cultures requires flexible 
and complex interaction.  There is also significant economic change.  This results from a 
shift in the predominance of manufacturing industries and laborers to service industries 
and knowledge workers.  Such a shift calls for new ways to process and share 
information.  Organizational change is also evident, marked by the flattening of the 
organizational structure of companies.  The reduction of hierarchy within organizations 
puts more employees in a position to participate in meaningful work.  This results in a 
need for the flow of communication to move laterally and from the bottom up.  Another 
significant change is generational (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Younger workers expect 
 2 
to communicate with authority in a more egalitarian and dynamic way than older 
members of the workforce.  Finally, technological change has produced digital networks 
that make communication instantaneous and ongoing.  Constant connectivity via social 
media alters the formality and increases the conversational nature of communication. 
The convergence of global diversity and the speed of business as a result of these 
changes present a need for communication to shift in organizations (Ackerman-Anderson 
& Anderson, 2001; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  At the 
same time, 71% of the overall workforce reported that they are disengaged or lack 
connectivity to their work (Crowley, 2011; Mautz, 2015).  Unfortunately, the structures 
of organizations and communication are not keeping up with the pace of global change.  
Communication is fundamental for cooperation in complex situations.  Gardner (2007) 
pointed out that organizations have become as complex as the world in which they exist, 
and a lack of quality communication creates conflict.  
In particular, quality communication that is not appropriate, poignant, precise, or 
aligned to intent invites conflict and confusion.  At best, conflict results in lack of 
progress and productivity, both organizationally and globally (Glaser, 2014).  The stunted 
progress witnessed in organizations with outdated communication models can be found 
in private and public systems (Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Kauffman, 2016).  It is 
therefore imperative that organizations address their communication culture to meet the 
changing landscape of the global world in which they exist.  If they do not, employee 
engagement will likely continue to plummet and organizations will struggle to produce 
desired results. 
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Background: Our Changing World 
The world has become more interconnected than ever before.  The key business 
trends described earlier—global, economic, organizational, generational, and 
technological—suggest that qualitative changes have begun to affect organizations 
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  In this time of increased complexity and uncharted 
territory, employees are increasingly dissatisfied with their role in the workplace.  High 
levels of employee disengagement prevent real growth and innovation from flourishing 
(Mautz, 2015).   
The role of organizational communication is significant in changing this trend.  
Organizations and this world need leaders who are adept communicators, who not only 
can present a clear mission and vision, but who also effectively build collective 
intelligence and wise action (Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Such leaders are transformational 
in that they understand the dynamic complexity of the people they lead and the 
organizations in which they thrive. 
Theoretical Background 
Research has confirmed the significance of leadership in organizational science 
(B. M. Bass & Avolio, 1994; Dinh et al., 2014; Kaiser, Hogan, & Craig, 2008).  An 
extensive body of research on leadership historically has provided more answers to the 
outcomes of leadership and the traits of leaders than the actual processes that influence 
the outcomes.  In recent years, however, there is increasing interest in the process.  
Dispositional/trait, strategic, neo-charismatic, and authentic leadership theories are 
examples that have received significant attention (Dinh et al., 2014).  
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Dispositional/Trait Theory 
 A group of theories that is classified as largely using static processes to describe 
effective leadership is trait theory (Dinh et al., 2014).  Trait theories focus mainly on the 
characteristics and attributes of the leader rather than the employees in the organization.  
Certain capacities, such as honoring diversity of perspective and embracing ambiguity, 
are examples of traits that are frequently offered as necessary for effective leaders to 
possess (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Hurley & Brown, 2009; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).  
The personal capacities that a leader may or may not have will likely predict the degree to 
which he or she is able to become an effective communicator.  Although the traits 
themselves may be static in nature, the manner in which traits are used to facilitate 
communication in an organization is significant (Judge & Bono, 2000; Zaccaro, 2007).   
Strategic Leadership Theory 
 For the last 40 years, researchers in the field of leadership have explored the 
foundational writings of Argyris and Schön (1978) on organizational learning.  One 
recent area of this research is the examination of the role that strategic leaders play in 
organizational learning.  Strategic leadership theory specifically looks at upper-echelon 
leaders within the organization.  The focus is on how the character traits suggested in the 
many leadership trait theories are actually leveraged by these leaders to impact decisions 
and processes that affect the organization as a whole (Boal & Hooijberg, 2000).  Leaders 
who are in a position to make significant decisions have the unique opportunity to impact 
not only structural dynamics of an organization but also the cultural dynamics.  Much 
study has occurred in the area of organizational learning and the compilational (emergent 
group level) processes that both impede and enable learning to occur across an entire 
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organization (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999; Vera & Crossan, 2004).  Strategic leaders 
who use communication wisely are positioned to become transformational leaders in 
ways that other leaders cannot. 
Neo-Charismatic Theory 
 Neo-charismatic leadership theory encompasses the category of transformational 
leadership (B. M. Bass, 1990; Milosevic & Bass, 2014).  According to neo-charismatic 
theory, transformational leaders are able to affect dramatic organizational change in a 
variety of ways.  These leaders may appear charismatic, thus inspiring followers.  They 
may seek to meet the emotional needs of employees or provide intellectual stimulation 
(B. M. Bass, 2007).  Nonetheless, research has focused on the individual traits of the 
leader more than the ways through which transformational leaders inspire and stimulate 
their employees to remain engaged. 
Authentic Leadership Theory  
 Authentic leadership theory falls under what Dinh et al. (2014) classified as 
ethical/moral leadership theories.  Several key studies provided strong support for the 
conclusion that by using authentic organizational communication, a strategic leader can 
build employee engagement in the organization in two primary ways (Avolio, Gardner, 
Walumbwa, Luthans, & May, 2004; Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Hurley & Brown, 2009; 
Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).  The first way leaders use authentic conversation is by 
initiating actual conversations with employees.  The second way the leader uses authentic 
conversation is by initiating practices that allow others to converse in ways that create 
collective meaning (Hurley & Brown, 2009).  This finding is consistent with the key 
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attributes of organizational conversation that Groysberg and Slind (2012a) asserted are 
reflections of interpersonal communication.   
Conversational Leadership Theory 
Conversational leadership is a newer, emergent theory proposed to address the 
increasing complexity of process leadership within dynamic organizations (Nichols, 
2013).  Groysberg and Slind (2012a) proposed four key elements of communication that 
result in a model of conversational leadership.  Interestingly, the four key attributes 
proposed—intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality—are different than those 
presented in the original 4I model that is often referred to in literature prior to 2009 
(Crossan et al., 1999).  In these early studies, a distinction was also made between 
dialogue and conversation, describing dialogue as purposeful and conversation as casual 
(Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).  With the increasing interest in conversational leadership 
over the last 5 years, the word conversation is used more and more as a synonym for 
dialogue, although conversation also encompasses an organization’s overall 
communication system.  This is significant because if both individual and group 
conversation are vital for successful organizational leadership, Groysberg and Slind’s 
(2012a) principles of intimacy and interactivity on an individual level and inclusion and 
intentionality on a group level hold the most promise for framing the relevance of 
authentic communication. 
Intimacy 
 The first of Groysberg and Slind’s (2012a) elements of conversational leadership 
is intimacy.  They define intimacy as getting close, either by physical or emotional 
proximity.  Conversational intimacy can take the forms of gaining trust, listening well, 
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and getting personal.  The more casual nature of such closeness supports the bottom-up 
exchange of ideas that research has shown to be equally, if not more important, than top-
down communication (Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; 20162015; Hurley & Brown, 2009).  
The element of intimacy places priority on communication that involves asking and 
answering of questions.  Kark (2011) suggested that such a communal mode of exchange 
impacts both the leader and the follower by drawing attention to the other’s self-concept.  
The result is a heightened attachment to the work group and the organization as a whole.  
While perhaps the most time-consuming and hard to achieve, conversational intimacy has 
significant potential to help organizational communication meet the goal of authentic 
engagement.   
Interactivity 
 The second element of conversational leadership presented by Groysberg and 
Slind (2012a) is interactivity.  This represents the chance for conversation to flow in 
multiple directions within multiple contexts.  Extensive research supports the value of 
dialogue in building meaningful connections between individuals and groups (Barge, 
Downs, & Johnson, 1989; Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Kauffman, 2016; Mazutis & 
Slawinski, 2008).  This is consistent with Groysberg and Slind’s (2012a) 
recommendation that organizations embrace the “unpredictable vitality of dialogue” 
(p. 80).  Organizational discussions can take many forms, and the impact of social media 
on the number of these forms is rapidly increasing.  By embracing the element of 
interactivity, leaders can create welcoming spaces for social thinking that support two-
way, dynamic conversation (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012).  It is this dialogue that occurs 
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at individual to group levels and group to organizational levels that creates shared 
meaning and understanding (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008). 
Inclusion 
 Groysberg and Slind (2012a) presented shared ownership in the third element of 
conversational leadership.  Inclusion focuses on the role that employees play in the 
organizational discussions.  It empowers employees to take part in collaboratively 
generating the messaging and content by placing significance on all voices at all levels.  
The inclusion of more voices brings diversity to the conversation.  Doing so intentionally 
cultivates a collective intelligence that Hurley and Brown (2009) proposed will lead to 
wise action.  Organizational communication that is marked by inclusive conversation 
grows collaborative leadership.  Such shared leadership and collective responsibility 
build interconnected values that lead to increased engagement (Auster & Freeman, 2013; 
Boekhorst, 2015; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Kouzes & Posner, 1999).  By engaging all 
stakeholders, leaders can support the type of breakthrough thinking that will result in 
innovations to resolve the critical issues they face. 
Intentionality 
 The fourth and last element of conversational leadership is intentionality.  
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) noted that intentionality is how leadership derives 
strategically relevant action.  By using conversation strategically, organizational, leader, 
and employee goals can be aligned with a single, unified vision.  Different from other 
models of strategic leadership, this strategy emerges from the multidirectional 
conversations that occur (Marsh, Waniganayake, & De Nobile, 2016).  Messaging is built 
around strategy and carefully explained to all stakeholders.  Intentionality adds purpose 
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and direction to the organizational conversation (Nichols, 2013).  The result of this 
system-wide clarity and focus serves to move the organization forward. 
Role of the Assistant Superintendent in Public School Organizations 
 Superintendents lead most American public school districts.  The superintendent 
is the chief executive officer of the organization, serving to build relationships and further 
the district vision (Antonucci, 2012).  Each superintendent is supported by the role of one 
or more assistant superintendents, depending on the size of the school district.   
Assistant superintendents are an integral component of the operations and 
communication structure of a school district.  They are charged with supporting the 
superintendent through the work of their respective departments.  They must effectively 
manage the communication structures in their department in order to advance the district 
mission and vision (LeClair, 2015).  The assistant superintendent of curriculum and 
instruction oversees district-wide practices in relation to teaching, learning, and 
instructional practices (DiMuzio, 2013).  This role has a significant impact on the 
learning outcomes of schools and students via the work of the directors, coordinators, and 
principals they manage.  The assistant superintendent must utilize effective leadership 
skills because his or her subordinates are directly responsible for executing the practices 
that impact student learning.  Understanding, establishing, and communicating what these 
practices are and how they are executed requires systemic engagement and support.  Only 
a skilled leader can accomplish something so widespread and impactful. 
Statement of the Research Problem 
How can school districts succeed in implementing the continuous flow of changes 
coming their way?  More importantly, how can they make the real shift to becoming the 
 10 
vital, transformative organizations that provide the platform for students to thrive in the 
21st century and beyond?  Not only do students deserve to be engaged in meaningful 
ways when they attend school, but it is also essential to prepare them for the political and 
environmental challenges the world will face in years to come (Friedman & 
Mandelbaum, 2011; Gardner, 2007).  Educators at all levels of the profession feel the 
pressure to enhance their practices to meet these new demands.  Yet, how can these 
changes occur in an authentic manner that preserves educator engagement? 
 The research points to communication as a major part of the solution.  Effective 
communication has been identified time and time again as a key factor in organizational 
success and certainly in organizational change (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2001; 
Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Kaiser et al., 2008).  Historically, the bulk of communication 
research has focused on the need for leaders to possess traits that result in a leadership 
style that influences followers (Dinh et al., 2014; Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015).  One clear 
focus has been on defining the leadership styles that impact static systems.  Another 
focus has been on measuring employee satisfaction and unit results to rate leadership 
ability (Kaiser et al., 2008).  However, little has been explored on how leadership 
interacts within social systems of continual change.   
 To understand the role of leadership within increasingly complex organizational 
systems, research has shifted to how leaders impact change, as opposed to why the 
changes are needed.  The goal in recent years has been to understand not only what traits 
leaders possess and the impact they have on followers, but how they enact leadership 
through relationships and communication.  Hurley and Brown (2009) suggested 
conversation as a core process within communication models that results in building 
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collective intelligence and wise action within an organization.  Further, Groysberg and 
Slind (2012b) even identified four key principals that characterize effective 
organizational conversation.  They suggested that smart leaders use elements of intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality to manage the flow of information within an 
organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  There is acknowledgement that this flow is 
multidirectional and complex, requiring a new approach to communication. 
 Since one-way, top-down communication is ineffective, it has been suggested that 
authentic employee engagement can be created through communication that is intimate, 
interactive, inclusive, and intentional (Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Groysberg & Slind, 
2012a).  How can educational leaders use these four principles of communication to enact 
the changes required of the profession?  Within school districts, superintendents, 
directors, and principals directly supervise and evaluate the individuals responsible for 
implementing change initiatives.  How they communicate with their subordinates directly 
impacts organizational culture.  Not surprisingly, most educational research has focused 
on these groups and how they lead such change (Antonucci, 2012; G. Bass, 2015).   
Little attention in the research has been given to the role of the assistant 
superintendent in the communication structures of public school systems.  Interestingly, 
the assistant superintendent relies almost solely on communication structures to deliver 
the directives of the superintendent (Burbach, 1989).  Even less is known about the 
specific behaviors that these leaders practice to elicit the four key elements within 
conversation.    
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Gaps in the Literature 
 While there is extensive research on the leadership practices of superintendents 
and principals within public school systems, there is a clear gap in the literature on the 
leadership of assistant superintendents.  Additionally, effective communication has been 
identified as a significant factor in organizational change.  However, the bulk of the 
research focuses on what makes leaders effective communicators and not on how leaders 
influence the underlying processes that lead to organizational outcomes (Dinh et al., 
2014).  The existing literature points to the significance of conversational leadership as an 
emergent response to the complexities of organizations in the 21st century (Gambetti & 
Biraghi, 2015; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Groysberg and Slind 
(2012b) have identified four principles of effective conversation.  However, there are no 
known studies that have been conducted to determine how assistant superintendents lead 
through conversation using the four principles of conversational leadership. 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality. 
Research Questions  
Central Research Question 
What are the behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant 
superintendents practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg 
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and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership; intimacy, interactivity, 
inclusion, and intentionality? 
Subquestions 
1. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of intimacy?  
2. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of interactivity? 
3. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of inclusion? 
4. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of intentionality?  
Significance of the Problem 
The expected work of students and educators has changed drastically in the last 5 
years with the implementation of Common Core and Next Generation Science Standards.  
Some of that work is still in the developmental stages, and the communication of both the 
purpose and outcomes to parents and educators is more complicated than in past decades.  
Educational leaders are being asked to rethink professional learning, curriculum, 
assessment, and community engagement (O’Brien, 2014).  To understand, implement, 
and communicate the new work of schools, systemic change is needed.  Systemic change 
requires collaboration at all levels of education.  
Alarmingly, the engagement of employees in the 21st century has been reported 
to be at an all-time low.  This lack of engagement has a drastic, negative impact on the 
culture and fiscal success of organizations (Crowley, 2011; Gardner, 2007; Mautz, 2015).  
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This truth does not spare educational organizations.  A 2014 Gallup Report revealed that 
70% of American educators are disengaged with their jobs and almost 50% leave the 
profession within the first 5 years.  Thirty-seven percent reported leaving their position 
specifically to get away from a manager.  Hope and engagement are proven to impact 
student success in the classroom (Gallup, 2014).  Without a passionate, authentically 
engaged educational workforce, American students will continue to suffer.   
Research demonstrates that there is a demand for quality leadership within the 
educational organization.  Educators report increased engagement as their opinions are 
valued and with an increased degree of trust in their work environment (Gallup, 2014).  
Thus, it is imperative that educational organizations recruit and develop leaders capable 
of establishing and sustaining such trust.  Transformational leaders who have developed 
effective communication within their organizations are able to engender a culture that 
provides support for this necessary engagement and the collaboration it will take to 
implement change (B. M. Bass & Avolio, 1994; G. Bass, 2015; Boekhorst, 2015; Mazutis 
& Slawinski, 2015). 
Although the significance of organizational communication has been made clear, 
understanding precisely how leaders use the key elements of conversation to create 
sustained, authentic engagement in the organization is not (Dinh et al., 2014; Hurley & 
Brown, 2009; Weber, 2013).  This study will fill the gap in the research related to the use 
of conversation by transformational leaders to develop an effective communication model 
within school districts.   
As a result of this study, school-, district-, and county-level educational leaders 
may have a clear understanding of the behaviors they must practice in order to establish 
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effective communication among all stakeholders.  They may gain insight into how they 
can use conversation strategically to increase employee engagement.  Additionally, 
professional organizations, such as the Association of California School Administrators, 
may find the results of this study useful in their mission to provide administrators with 
the tools they need to be strong leaders.  Administrator preparation programs would 
likely benefit from being able to teach the specific behaviors that school administrators 
can use to enact a conversational style of leadership. 
Definitions 
 This section defines the terms relevant to the study.  It includes theoretical and 
operational definitions.  Theoretical definitions are derived from previous research 
studies and add meaning to how the terms are used in the study.  Operational definitions 
explain the rules and procedures used to measure the key variables within this study.  
They provide unambiguous meaning to terms that might otherwise be interpreted in 
different ways.   
Behavior. An action, activity, or process that can be observed or measured 
(Dainton & Zelley, 2005; Griffin, 2012; West & Turner, 2010). 
Exemplary. Someone set apart from peers in a supreme manner, suitable 
behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza, & Rozin, 2014). 
Intimacy. The closeness, trust, and familiarity created between people through 
shared experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; 
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011).   
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a back-
and-forth process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). 
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Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging members of the 
organization to share ideas and participate in the development of the organization 
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2009). 
Intentionality. Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to 
create order and meaning (Barge, 1986; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2013). 
Delimitations 
 This study was delimited to 10 exemplary educational services assistant 
superintendents in Southern California.  For purposes of this study, exemplary 
educational services assistant superintendents were defined as leaders who set themselves 
apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following six characteristics: 
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers; 
2. evidence of leading a successful organization; 
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession; 
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or 
association meetings; 
5. recognition by their peers; and 
6. membership in professional associations within their field like ACSA, Association of 
California School Administrators, or AASA, The School Superintendents Association. 
Organization of the Study 
 This study includes five chapters, references, and appendices.  Chapter I 
introduced the topic and provided background for the study of the four variables of 
conversational leadership.  Included were the research problem, purpose statement, and 
research questions.  Chapter I also provided the theoretical and operational definitions of 
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the key variables and terms used in the study as well as the delimitations.  Chapter II 
reviews the literature on organizational communication and the four elements of 
conversational leadership.  Chapter III describes the research methods and processes used 
in this study to collect and analyze data.  Chapter IV reports the data collected and 
presents the key findings.  Chapter V summarizes the significant findings and provides 
conclusions, implications for action, and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
This chapter provides an extensive review of the literature in order to provide 
historical background and theoretical context for Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) theory 
of conversational leadership and the four variables of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, 
and intentionality.  A synthesis matrix of relevant research was developed (see Appendix 
A) and used to guide this review of the literature.  The review was organized into four 
parts.  Part I provides an overview of the changing world and the implications of 
organizations managing such change.  Part II includes the theoretical background of 
organizational change and an analysis of the leadership theories that have contributed to 
the current understanding of organizational culture.  Part III specifically investigates the 
four variables of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality proposed as key 
characteristics of conversational leadership.  Part IV examines the role of the educational 
services assistant superintendent within the public school district organization.  This 
chapter provides the conceptual framework for understanding the behaviors that 
exemplary leaders practice to lead through conversation. 
Our Changing World: Managing Changing Communication 
 The world that exists today is drastically different than the world most adults 
grew up in 20 years ago.  Twenty years ago, cell phones were an innovation that was only 
just becoming a part of mainstream life.  Telephones were generally plugged into the 
walls of their bedrooms and kitchens with answering machines attached.  People left 
messages on these answering machines that could only be retrieved when someone 
actually got home and pushed play.  The Internet was just finding its way into the 
mainstream life of the upper and upper-middle classes.  Most academic research still took 
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place in university library stacks with books made of real paper.  The world today is even 
different than the world today’s youth were born into 10 years ago.  Ten years ago, 
Facebook was a brand new platform for communication that is now a primary vehicle for 
communication among adults, while youth view it as outdated and already irrelevant.  
Instead, youth have moved on to Instagram and Snapchat, platforms that allow for even 
more immediate and less verbal forms of communication. 
Given the daily technological changes and their exponential impact on 
communication, it is impossible to predict exactly what the world will look like in the 
next 10 years.  What is certain is that communication will continue to change, the 
marketplace will change, and employment will change.  Many current jobs are predicted 
to be extinct, and much of what humans experience in their daily lives will be altered by 
artificial intelligence (Gale, 2017; Makridakis, 2017).  Any organization that is to survive 
will require innovation, creativity, and collaboration among its stakeholders (Friedman, 
2016).  More so, it will require a degree of collaboration previously unnecessary in a less 
complicated world.  The educational system of the 21st century must also reinvent itself 
to meet the demands of preparing students for this workplace that educators cannot yet 
fully imagine.  Recent business trends provide glimpses of the world that is to be, giving 
organizational leaders a chance to orchestrate meaningful change and for schools to begin 
the transition.   
Five Business Trends 
 Findings from the organizational research of Groysberg and Slind (2012b) reveal 
the impact that significant changes in the business world have had on communication.   
These changes have made significant alterations in how humans interact. 
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Technological change. Technological advancements are a major factor, if not the 
major impetus for the overall changes the world is experiencing in the 21st century.  
Technology has allowed for increased production of goods and increased communication.  
As a result, everything can and does happen faster.  Communication and connectivity are 
instantaneous and ongoing.  The platforms of communication provided by technology 
remove many barriers and have resulted in decreased formality of communication.  In 
fact, the whole of communication in the public and private sector has become more 
conversational in nature. 
Economic change. The second change is economic.  Globally, studies show a 
shift from traditional labor in manufacturing industries to service industries (Doytch & 
Uctum, 2011; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Shek, Chung, & Leung, 2015).  What once 
occurred in America’s postindustrial society is even occurring today in Northeast and 
Southeast Asia: Industry is shrinking and the service sector is growing (Nederveen 
Pieterse, 2015).  This ultimately means more money is made from providing human 
services than producing goods.  
This economic shift increases the need for human capital that can think and 
contribute ideas rather than perform traditional blue collar or union work (Doytch & 
Uctum, 2011).  Such manual labor is in large part being replaced by automation and 
artificial intelligence.  Fewer people needed to perform simple and routine tasks.  What is 
needed, however, are knowledge workers with a broader skill set (Shek et al., 2015).  The 
lack of education and trained talent pose barriers to service sector productivity in many 
countries (Nederveen Pieterse, 2015).  As such, there is a need to develop this talent both 
in the service workers and in their leadership. 
 21 
Industry dominated by service requires leadership to have more sophisticated 
understanding of people.  Dentico (1999) wrote, “This hyperdynamic environment 
requires the full support of creative and innovative people who are searching for intrinsic 
satisfaction from the work they do and are fully committed to the process of keeping 
abreast with and making change” (p. 176).  This type of human capital requires 
employees to be flexible in utilizing their knowledge and to be collaborative and exhibit 
creativity.  Leaders are being called upon to match these skills with the collaborative 
leadership style appropriate for the postindustrial world.  This means understanding and 
honoring the intrinsic value that their employees seek in their work (Dentico, 1999).   
Organizational change.  The knowledge-based society described above is also 
reflected in organizational changes.  The products generated in a service economy are 
intangible.  Decision making is less centralized, and therefore, leadership styles have 
adapted to be more distributive and flexible (Shek et al., 2015).  More and more 
employees at all levels of organizations are shown to be involved in value-creating work.  
As companies become less hierarchical in systems of power, multidirectional flow of 
communication is found to be more prevalent (Ferioli & Migliarese, 1996; Groysberg & 
Slind, 2012b).  
Organizational leadership structures that demand compliance and simply send 
information from the top down no longer serve the needs of a complex labor force in 
pursuit of a deeper meaning from the workplace (Dentico, 1999).  The need for 
communication to flow laterally and from the bottom up is seen to be at least as valuable 
as top-down communication has been viewed historically.  This is due in large part to the 
need for innovation.  Innovation requires management to provide time for individuals to 
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collaborate and share knowledge and resources in order to meet team goals (Bush & 
Frohman, 1991).  This resulting communication is both spontaneous and simultaneous. 
Global change.  Just as technology has made communication among individuals 
and within corporations more instantaneous and widespread, it has allowed for the same 
spread of money, goods, and people in travel.  People from all countries have more 
access to a variety of cultures and geographies in both real and virtual realities.  The same 
is true for the workplace (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  This intersection of cultures 
results in interactions that call for a greater understanding and complexity of interaction.  
While workplaces have become more complex and multicultural in nature and recruiting 
practices extend across cultures and borders, minimal attention has been paid to fostering 
the leadership capacities necessary to lead the resulting heterogeneous organizations 
(Chrobot-Mason, 2012; Purdy & Manning, 2015).   
Generational change.  Compounding the complexities of multicultural, 
multilingual work forces are major generational differences.  Currently, there are as many 
as four generations functioning together in the workplace with millennials fast 
outnumbering baby boomers (Woods, 2016).  Yet, there are still traditionalists or 
members of the silent generation actively working.  Unlike other generations, the 
youngest in the workforce, the millennials, expect an egalitarian interaction with 
authority (Hall, 2016).  Millennials have been presented in some of the literature as 
entitled and quick to leave organizations (Franklin-Thomas, 2017; Simmons, 2016).  
Other research describes them as more trusting of authority than baby boomers or Gen-
Xers, yet still finding power and meaning to be more flexible and something to negotiate 
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(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Woods, 2016).  As more and more younger workers enter 
organizations, the flow and quality of workplace communication changes. 
Communication Fundamental for Cooperation 
 There was agreement in the literature that communication has shifted in 
organizations and must continue to evolve (Ackerman-Anderson & Anderson, 2001; 
Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a).  The pace at which humans 
are able to communicate, and must communicate today, forces them to make decisions 
quickly.  A large body of information from a variety of channels must be assimilated and 
acted upon with quickly.  People have to rely on one another to plan and divide tasks so 
that these decisions can be made within the best possible set of circumstances.   
 Porterfield and Carnes (2012) suggested that “today, communication means 
conversation, listening, collaboration on everyone’s part” (p. 115).  While effective 
communication may be essential for collaboration, it also seems that collaboration is 
actually a form of communication.  The workplace today calls upon employees to be 
active listeners who are willing to collaborate and contribute to the organization in 
meaningful ways.  However, studies also show that 71% of the overall workforce reports 
disengagement or lack of authentic investment in their work (Crowley, 2011; Mautz, 
2015).  Although business trends reveal changes in communication occurring within 
organizations, the structures to support engagement and communication are clearly not 
keeping up with the rate of global change. 
Lack of Quality Creates Conflict 
 What happens when there is a lack of quality communication within an 
organization?  Conflict can be easily generated by a lack of quality communication.  
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There are plenty of modern-day examples that demonstrate this fact.  In the public sector, 
the news media has capitalized on the public’s disillusionment with the police force.  The 
media’s treatment of these cases, coupled with the police culture, can be attributed to the 
conflicts and recent communication failure between police and civilians (Morrow-Howell 
et al., 2017; Painter, 2017).  Another example of discord resulting from poor 
communication can be found in national policy issues.  Poor word choice and inability to 
listen and understand opposing points of view have spurred bipartisan conflict and seem 
to be polarizing this nation.    
In the private sector, several business failings illustrate the significance of quality 
communication.  Within the past 2 decades, four well-known companies have met their 
demise due to poor communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Nokia, once the world’s 
largest mobile-phone manufacturer, was unable to remain competitive in the smartphone 
market due to unfocused communication in product redevelopment.  Enron, an energy 
trading company, collapsed after leaders failed to meet responsibilities and to convey 
appropriate values that included openness and transparency.  Princess Cruise Lines lost 
its competitive edge after a communication breakdown resulted in the death of two 
distressed fishermen.  Finally, the mighty oil giant, British Petroleum (BP) failed to share 
timely information that could have prevented the devastating blowout of the Deepwater 
Horizon oil rig.  Each of these examples resulted from a grievous lapse in communication 
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).   
Communication that is not appropriate or precise can invite discord and, at best, 
throw off organizational productivity and progress (Glaser, 2014).  Many of today’s 
private and public organizations are operating with outdated communication models 
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(Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011; Kauffman, 2016).  With access to so much 
information, technology, and cultural and generational diversity, employees need to work 
for organizations that create and manage effective communication structures that support 
change.   
Organizational Change 
The study of change in organizations has revolved around two central frameworks 
in the 20th and 21st centuries: organizational learning and leadership theory (Argyris, 
1995; Dinh et al., 2014).  Organizational learning places most of its attention on the 
organizational group and changes within, while leadership theory gives attention to the 
leadership style of individuals more than the actual outcomes.  An examination of the 
research on organizational learning and leadership style offers insight into how 
communication is related to change.   
Organizational Learning 
Organizational learning, according to Crossan et al. (1999) is a dynamic process 
that can be defined as “a principal means of achieving the strategic renewal of an 
enterprise” (p. 522).  They proposed that learning occurs at the individual, group, and 
organizational levels (Crossan et al., 1999).  Argyris (1995) concluded that there is 
actually a strong causal connection between the individual and the organization.  Through 
the thinking and learning of individuals, the group and organizational learning processes 
are impacted (Crossan et al., 1999).  While the individual learners use intuition and 
interpretation to process experiences and conversation, the group integrates shared 
understandings through interactive systems that include dialogue to surface new 
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collective meaning.  Finally, this learning becomes institutionalized as demonstrated in 
organizational routines and common practices.   
The process of institutionalizing learning assumes that the organization can be 
greater than the sum of its individuals.  For organizational learning to be institutionalized, 
the learning must be present in systematic practices that exist even if individual learners 
leave the organization (Crossan et al., 1999).  In other words, the individuals may leave, 
but the learning remains.   
Who then begins the learning process or stimulates the first learners in an 
organization?  How does an organization support the processes of intuiting, interpreting, 
integrating, and institutionalizing?  Extensive study has been dedicated to the individual 
leader as a key catalyst for such processes in the organization. 
Established Leadership Theory 
Research has confirmed the significance of leadership in organizational science 
(Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Argyris, 1995; B. M. Bass & Avolio, 1994; Dinh et al., 
2014; Kaiser et al., 2008).  An extensive body of research on leadership historically has 
provided more answers about leadership traits and outcomes than the actual processes 
that impact these outcomes.  Several established theories of leadership continue to 
receive attention in the literature: neo-charismatic, trait based, and information 
processing.  
Neo-charismatic theory.  The most dominant field of established leadership 
theory in the literature is neo-charismatic theory.  Neo-charismatic leadership theory 
includes the popular category of transformational leadership, which for a period of time 
overtook charismatic leadership publication (Conger, 1999).  Transformational leaders 
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work to change systems using inspiration to motivate followers.  This ability to inspire 
can be called charismatic.  The two theories have basically merged to become one in the 
same.   
The literature on neo-charismatic leadership shows agreement on key leader 
behaviors (B. M. Bass, 1990; House, 1976; Kouzes & Posner, 2007; Milosevic & Bass, 
2014; Tikhomirov & Spangler, 2010).  Examples of these behaviors include 
(a) articulating a vision, (b) providing a model, (c) encouraging group goal acceptance, 
(d) setting high performance expectations, (e) providing individualized support, and 
(f) intellectual stimulation (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Moorman, & Fetter, 1990; 
Tikhomirov & Spangler, 2010).  Conger (1999) presented three dominant research groups 
that have shaped the foundation of the neo-charismatic leadership theories, primarily by 
examining the behaviors of charismatic leaders.  These three theories are 
transformational, behavioral, and charismatic. 
Transformational model. The first model of transformational leadership is an 
expansion of the original B. M. Bass (1985) model.  B. M. Bass and Avolio (1994) 
identified transformational leadership as a distinct entity from transactional leadership 
rather than as the previously viewed continuum (Conger, 1999).  According to the theory, 
transformational leaders are able to affect dramatic organizational change in a variety of 
ways.  The most common ways included transformational leaders’ ability to enact change 
by acting as a role model, motivating through inspiration, stimulating stakeholders 
intellectually, and giving consideration for individual needs and goals (B. M. Bass & 
Avolio, 1994).  However, the dominant notion is that transformational leaders are able to 
inspire their followers to achieve in ways they had not imagined.  It is suggested that this 
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group of leaders is able to achieve this using three important processes: (a) increasing 
followers’ awareness of group goals and their investment in these goals, (b) convincing 
followers to set aside self-needs for the good of the group, and (c) stimulating and/or 
meeting the higher order and emotional needs of followers (B. M. Bass, 2007; Conger, 
1999).  The Bass model of transformational leadership is based upon a leader who is able 
to provide clear vision and provides inspiration using unconventional perspectives to get 
followers to reach group goals.  It turns out that this model is not substantially different 
from the dominant charismatic leadership theories.  
Behavioral model. The second neo-charismatic model addresses how leaders 
move followers from an existing state to a desired state.  Conger and Kanungo (1987) 
added to the literature on the idea that charismatic leadership is an attribute based on 
followers’ interpretation of a leader’s behaviors.  They suggested that charisma is an 
observable behavior that is perceived based on a leader’s interactions with followers.  
Theirs is a stage model of charismatic leadership during which the leader evaluates the 
surrounding environment to assess appropriateness of time, place, and resources for 
change.  The charismatic leader who finds an environment lacking is able to continue to 
search out opportunities for radical change (Conger & Kanungo, 1987).  The leader then 
formulates a dynamic vision, or an idealized goal, that serves to present challenge and 
motivation to followers.  This vision must be overtly communicated.  The final stage is to 
build trust in the goals by demonstrating how they will be achieved.  According to 
Conger (1999), “This is achieved through personal example, risk taking, and 
unconventional expertise” (p. 154). 
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 Charismatic model. The third neo-charismatic model builds upon the prior work 
of Robert House (1976), one of the earliest writers in the field.  In this model, House 
outlined behaviors, personality traits, and situational variables linked to charismatic 
leadership.  In later works, House and his colleagues focused more on the followers and 
the idea of self-concept (House & Howell, 1992; Shamir, House, & Arthur, 1993).  They 
found that because humans behave in ways that affirm their self-identity, leaders can tie 
organizational goals to followers’ self-concepts, thereby increasing individual and group 
self-efficacy (Conger, 1999).  The concept of shared identity is seen to strengthen the 
likelihood that an individual will find a heroic nature to dismissing self-interest for 
collective missions.   
Trait-based theory. A group of leadership theories classified by mostly fixed 
attributes when describing leadership ability is trait theory.  Historically, trait-based 
leadership theories have faced alternating acceptance.  In the earlier parts of the 20th 
century, trait-based theories dominated the field, only to find rejection midcentury due to 
insufficiency in addressing the leader’s operating environment (Zaccaro, 2007).  The late 
20th century was marked by a resurgence of research supporting the significance of 
individual personality and skill differences in leadership, thus reestablishing a basis for 
trait-based theory.  This resurgence included neo-charismatic and transformational 
theories that honored the environmental situation but still emphasized the qualities of 
individuals within the situation (Judge & Bono, 2000). 
This group of theories has evolved from a focus only on the traits and attributes of 
the leader to a consideration of situational variables.  Initial theorists described leadership 
traits as personality characteristics present from birth and sure to give rise to an effective 
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leader (Galton, 1871; Rymsha, 2015).  Later, this theory shifted to become a list of 
characteristics that separated leaders from nonleaders.  These traits were still seen as 
stable attributes rather than a skill set to be developed.  Effective leadership traits 
included accuracy of work, decisiveness, and interpersonal skills (Bird, 1940; Stogdill, 
1948).  The focus of trait theory changed again to include not only the attributes that 
created a leader but also the characteristics that produced leader effectiveness.  This 
required deeper consideration of both the operating environment as well as leader 
processes (Judge & Bono, 2000; Zaccaro, 2007).  For example, the personal capacities 
that a leader may or may not have had would likely predict the degree to which he or she 
was able to become an effective communicator.  Although the traits themselves could be 
static in nature, the manner in which these traits were applied to facilitate communication 
in a given situation could vary significantly.   
Information processing theory. The information processing theories treat 
leadership as a more fluid mental process.  The leader is recognized as having systems for 
processing information in his or her environment above and beyond the disposition to do 
so.  The processes that are used differ depending on the situation and the level of 
expertise the leader possesses.  Lord and Hall (2005) characterized leader performance in 
degrees of expertise related to how leaders access and use information related to the 
leadership situation.  What distinguishes an experienced leader from a novice is how the 
leader processes information to make decisions and implements these decisions.  A new 
leader is viewed as more conscious and deliberate when encountering novel tasks while 
an expert is able to act in more automatic ways due to the ability to connect even a new 
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situation to a prior task (Lord & Hall, 2005).  This enables the experienced leader to 
engage in more challenging cognitive tasks with success.   
This thinking is consistent with the dual-process model proposed by Smith and 
DeCoster (2000), which suggested that humans have two modes of retrieving information 
from memory.  One is more automatic relying on prior experience and rules that the brain 
has formulated, and the other uses a system of association.  These two processing systems 
come into play in leadership theory when a leader is faced with a decision.  The rule-
based system is more rational and better used for solving problems that require deliberate 
thought and application of past structures.  The associative system allows the leader to be 
intuitive and make gut decisions quickly (Smith & DeCoster, 2000).  Information 
processing theory accounts for a leader’s success via his or her ability to retrieve and use 
information in appropriate ways within novel contexts. 
Emergent Leadership Theory 
In recent years, an emerging group of theories has placed increased attention on 
process.  The leadership theories with most recent attention shift focus from the leader, as 
an individual capable of making an impact, to the organizational impact of that leader.  
Strategic leadership theory, complexity leadership theory, and authentic leadership theory 
are examples that have received significant attention among the emergent literature (Dinh 
et al., 2014).  Each can offer insight into how communication can influence change 
within an organization. 
Strategic leadership theory. Strategic leadership theory addresses the 
phenomenon of leadership at the highest levels of an organization.  It seeks to explain 
how a leader is able to impact the performance of the entire organization.  This area of 
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recent study focuses on the compilational processes that both impede and enable learning 
to occur across an entire organization (Boal & Hooijberg, 2000; Crossan et al., 1999; 
Vera & Crossan, 2004).   
Leaders who are in a position to make significant decisions have the unique 
opportunity to influence both the structural dynamics and the cultural dynamics of an 
organization.  These leaders are able to leverage the character traits suggested in the 
many leadership trait theories to actually impact decisions and processes that affect the 
organization as a whole (Boal & Hooijberg, 2000).  There is also a shift to a greater 
emphasis on the situation calling for leadership, the needs of the organization, and how 
leaders determine strategy to meet such needs.  
Complexity theory. Another theory given much attention in recent literature is 
complexity leadership theory (CLT).  CLT acknowledges the interconnectedness of 
humans to one another and to the environment.  It takes leadership theory beyond the 
leader and addresses leadership as a process of interaction.  This is based on the 
foundation of complex adaptive systems (CAS), which are described as networks of 
interdependent individuals bonded by a similar goal (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 
2007).  CLT suggests that by focusing on the complexity of the systems within an 
organization, maximum flexibility and, thereby, adaptability are present to produce the 
greatest organizational effectiveness (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Schneider & Somers, 
2006).   
 Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) described four key premises of CLT.  The first is the 
significance of context.  Context is viewed as the interactions and interdependencies of 
people and their hierarchy in the environment.  Leadership, in this vein, is a social 
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construction whereby the patterns of interaction matter.  The second premise is the 
distinction between leaders and leadership.  Past theory has mostly considered the traits 
or actions of leaders, neglecting the complex processes that impact leadership.  
Leadership is treated as something that goes beyond the individual and takes into account 
patterns over time.  The third key facet is the distinction between managerial office 
positions, called administrative leadership, and the emergent, informal dynamics within 
an organization, called adaptive leadership.  Last, CLT is seen as occurring within the 
adaptive challenges of the Knowledge Era.  It requires new learning, new innovation, and 
new patterns of behavior unlike the solutions to technical problems found in the 
Industrial Age (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).   
Authentic leadership theory.  A third theory, authentic leadership, has roots in 
the established trait-based theory described above.  While it examines the leader’s 
attributes, it goes deeper.  Rather than merely examining the degree to which a leader 
appears authentic (trustworthy, someone worth emulating) to followers, this theory 
addresses a leader’s understanding of followers’ readiness and support for change 
(Bakari, Hunjra, & Niazi, 2017).  An authentic leader is able to assess the readiness of the 
organization and develop the commitment to change.   
In fact, Novicevic, Davis, Dorn, Buckley, and Brown (2005) asserted that 
authenticity is the catalyst for transformational change.  This may be due to the 
psychologically positive nature of authentic leadership whereby leaders exhibit self-
awareness and strong self-regulation.  According to Luthans and Avolio (2003), authentic 
leaders are marked by confidence, optimism, resiliency, and a passion for developing the 
leadership capabilities of others.  By demonstrating their true self, their values, and their 
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authentic intentions to the organization, these leaders are able to connect their personal 
values to actions and individual values to organizational values.  Kouzes and Posner 
(2007) found that one quality strong leaders possess is principles, and that most leaders 
have a strong sense of their beliefs and values.  It is this focus on integrity and principles 
that places authentic leadership theory into the larger group of theories of ethical or moral 
leadership. 
Several key studies provided strong support for the conclusion that an authentic 
leader may find greater success than other types of leaders in building employee 
engagement in the organization (Avolio et al., 2004; Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Hurley & 
Brown, 2009; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).  This type of leader may serve as a bridge 
between strategic leadership and organizational learning through their use of 
communication.  The first way authentic leaders use communication is by initiating 
actual conversations with employees.  The second way is by initiating practices that allow 
others to converse in ways that create collective meaning (Hurley & Brown, 2009).  
These findings on how authentic leaders communicate are consistent with the key 
attributes of organizational conversation proposed by Groysberg and Slind (2012a) that 
reflect interpersonal communication.   
Proposed Theory of Conversational Leadership 
Conversational leadership is a newer, emergent theory proposed to address the 
increasing complexity of process leadership within dynamic organizations (Nichols, 
2013).  Groysberg and Slind (2012a) outlined four key elements of communication that 
result in a model of conversational leadership.  Interestingly, the four key attributes—
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality—are different than those presented in 
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the original 4I model often referred to in the literature prior to 2009 (Crossan et al., 
1999).  In earlier literature, a distinction was made between dialogue and conversation, 
describing dialogue as purposeful and conversation as casual (Mazutis & Slawinski, 
2008).  With the increasing interest in conversational leadership during the last 5 years, 
the word conversation is used more and more as a synonym for dialogue although the 
term also encompasses an organization’s overall communication system.  While any of 
the four elements could stand alone, they build on one another to create truly effective 
communication (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Each is described in more detail as 
represented in the literature. 
Intimacy 
 The first element of Groysberg and Slind’s (2012a) conversational leadership 
model is intimacy.  Intimacy is presented first because it provides a foundation for the 
other three elements of the conversational leadership model.  Intimacy, as defined in this 
study, is the closeness, trust, and familiarity created between people through shared 
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge.  This closeness can be 
established by either physical or emotional proximity (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 
2012a; Schwarz, 2011).  This examination of the literature is not intended to cover the 
romantic or sexual types of intimacy.  Instead, workplace intimacy is reviewed as a vital 
function of successful organizational conversation.   
Shrinking the gap. A primary tenant of intimacy is closing the physical or 
emotional space between individuals or groups (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Closing the 
gap can take the form of increased opportunities for face-to-face contact between the 
leader and members of the organization.  It can also take the form of egalitarian 
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interactions that build authentic trust through listening well and getting personal.  The 
more casual nature of such closeness supports the bottom-up exchange of ideas that 
research has shown to be equally, if not more important, than top-down communication 
(Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Glaser, 2014; Hurley & Brown, 2009).  The principle of 
intimacy places priority on communication that involves asking and answering questions. 
Traditionally, organizations have operated with a large separation between their 
leaders and employees.  This separation was physical in terms of the actual workspace 
but also largely psychological in terms of communication structures and barriers to 
emotional access among levels of the organization.  This culture was a direct result of the 
values of the Industrial Revolution, championing a clear distinction between work as a 
public, rational realm and home as a private, emotional territory (Kark, 2011).  In fact, 
early organizational models encouraged control mechanisms, such as division of labor 
and impersonal rules.  At the same time, close workplace relationships were discouraged 
so as not to signal favoritism or hinder maximum productivity (Kark, 2011).  
During the shift from the industrial era to the knowledge-based era, the sharply 
defined hierarchy between members of the organization and upper management has 
become more fluid.  In order to be most effective in these knowledge-based 
environments, leadership models have had to become more relational in nature.  Rigid, 
hierarchical boundaries have given way to more complex and fluid relationships 
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Intimacy is primarily a relational concept. 
Leader-follower relationships. Three key characteristics distinguish 
relationship-driven leadership from the more distant models of the industrial era.  The 
first is the distribution of shared leadership.  The second is the growth of leadership as an 
 37 
emergent social process.  Third are the outcomes of learning and well-being for both the 
individual and the organization (Kark, 2011).  While most research focuses on this 
relational leadership style, several key studies specifically delineated the types of 
intimacy present in leadership relationships.   
The work of K. Kerfoot (1999) and D. Kerfoot and Knights (1998) brought 
attention to the distinction between instrumental and emotional intimacy.  Emotional 
intimacy is most typically referenced outside of organizational science where 
relationships with no clear definition of dominance are established.  No single individual 
is the object or subject of the intimacy.  Thus, it is not specifically directional.  The basic 
precept in this type of intimacy is that others matter.  Both parties are closely attuned to 
one another.  Alternatively, instrumental intimacy has an intended purpose: achieving 
instrumental control over the other person (Giddens, 1992).   
Traditional leader-follower relationships, especially with male leadership, limited 
intimacy to this more utilitarian, instrumental form, preventing ambiguity and 
vulnerability from threatening the existing power structure.  D. Kerfoot and Knights 
(1998) recommended the introduction of more fluid forms of workplace emotional 
intimacy for the purpose of generating authentic discovery, creativity, and enjoyment.   
 Another leader-follower relationship model distinguished between a mastery-
oriented approach and an intimacy-oriented approach to building relationships in the 
workplace (Kark, 2011; Kofodimos, 1990, 1993).  A mastery-oriented approach is 
focused on developing skills for a specific outcome.  It is easy for leaders to fall into a 
mastery-only mentality if they primarily value task-based interactions that suppress 
feelings and inner needs.  This approach was found to be most common in male 
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leadership.  In the Kofodimos (1993) model, an intimacy-oriented approach to leadership 
is described as seeking connectedness with others in addition to one’s inner self.  It 
emphasizes collaboration and appreciation of the connection that comes from 
vulnerability and play.   
 The K. Kerfoot (1999) and Kofodimos (1993) studies determined that the 
constructs of relational leadership favor instrumentality and mastery over emotionality 
and intimacy.  More recent research has delved deeper into the significance of intimacy 
in organizational science. 
Cohesion. The recent literature on intimacy is closely aligned with the literature 
on cohesion.  Rosh, Offermann, and Van Diest (2012) suggested that the variables of 
intimacy and cohesion, widely cited and investigated in team performance, have been 
mixed up as process variables with researchers often treating them as one in the same.  
This confusion has resulted in the mixed findings in the literature.  Cohesion and 
intimacy are overlapping, yet distinct.  Cohesion is primarily defined as a group-level 
variable that serves as a force upon members to remain in the group and has been studied 
as a factor of group pride and commitment to group task (Casey-Campbell & Martens, 
2009; Festinger, Back, Schachter, Kelley, & Thibaut, 1950; Rosh et al., 2012).  Intimacy, 
on the other hand, has been treated more as an interpersonal attribute creating closeness 
and studied for its importance on promoting group awareness.  It has been defined as 
more of an emotional state in which people care about and trust one another, in turn 
leading to a deeper commitment to the relationship.  Therefore, research shows the 
primary differentiation between cohesion and intimacy to be the depth and intensity of 
resulting relationships (Rosh et al., 2012).   
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Interestingly, intimacy requires cohesion.  However, cohesion may not include 
intimacy (Rosh et al., 2012).  While cohesive experiences might create the conditions for 
intimacy, they also may stop at a level of group identification and commitment to task.  If 
an experience does result in intimacy, an even deeper level of cohesion can be produced.  
This is more likely if factors such as trust and self-disclosure are present (DeOrtentiis, 
Summers, Ammeter, Douglas, & Ferris, 2013; Mach, Dolan, & Tzafrir, 2010).  Rosh et 
al. (2012) warned that a focus on intimacy that goes beyond openness and trust, such that 
a shift from task-related sharing to relationship preservation occurs, will likely result in 
suboptimum group performance.  Members of the group could begin to value their 
relationships over rational assessment of environment or task.  The optimal relationship 
between cohesion and intimacy is the utilization of intimacy to generate cohesion.  A 
focus on intimacy alone can increase interpersonal knowledge at the cost of performance.  
However, when intimacy is developed in combination with task enjoyment and group 
pride, cohesion and performance are enhanced (Rosh et al., 2012).   
Individual and group outcomes. Looking at intimacy in conjunction with group 
outcomes suggests several benefits to individuals and groups.  On the individual level, 
followers are likely to experience increased self-worth, liveliness, and physical well-
being (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Kark, 2011).  This increased communal exchange and 
added identity of being seen by a leader who has established him or herself as an 
authentic person also has an impact on group performance.  The intimate behavioral 
styles of leaders have been shown to increase follower attachment to the leader (Kark, 
2011).  Since the leader is often viewed as embodying the organizational identity, this 
attachment can have the effect of transferring to the team as a whole, thereby increasing 
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commitment to the work group and the entire organization (Casey-Campbell & Martens, 
2009).  Additionally, the caring and intimate behaviors of the leader may be emulated by 
the group, serving to cultivate a culture of empathy and compassion (Kark, 2011). 
While Kark (2011) acknowledged that many group effects may be stronger in 
close physical proximity, Groysberg and Slind (2012b) believed that emotional proximity 
achieved, even remotely, through conversations that allow for the exchange of authentic 
questions and answers can also have a strong impact on engagement.  In support of this 
notion, Wardecker, Chopik, Boyer, and Edelstein (2016) revealed that some individuals 
actually perceive face-to-face communication to be less intimate than e-mail or other 
digital forms of interaction.  This suggests that providing multiple means for leaders to 
establish intimacy within their organizations will have the greatest impact. 
Interactivity 
 The second principle of conversational leadership presented by Groysberg and 
Slind (2012a) is interactivity.  Interactivity, as defined in this study, is a bilateral or 
multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a back-and-forth process.  The element of 
interactivity builds on the first element of intimacy because attempts to create trusting, 
authentic relationships with others will be more of a challenge if they do not have a venue 
to contribute (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  By embracing the principle of interactivity, 
leaders can create welcoming spaces for social thinking that support two-way, dynamic 
conversation (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012).  A conversation by its very nature involves 
more than one person speaking and sharing thoughts.  Therefore, placing a premium on 
the back-and-forth exchange of thought is a key tenant of the shift to a conversational 
model of organizational leadership.  
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Flow of information. In traditional organizations, past practice shows the 
dominance of communication that flows in one direction only (Groysberg & Slind, 
2012b).  Information is handed from the top down to members of the organization.  
While there may be some creativity in means of distribution, the effect is still the same: 
Information is disseminated from upper levels of the organization without any 
interaction.  Examples of this top-down information flow include print newsletters, 
magazines, brochures, broadcast television, and even recorded film productions.  Each 
medium is produced by one small group of people and received passively by another 
larger group (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).   
Many of today’s organizations are transitioning to models that involve two-way 
channels of communication.  This is happening in part because of the world of social 
media that has given all people a greater voice in work matters and also in part as an 
answer to the call for more meaningful engagement in work life.  Organizations are 
shifting to a “mode of communication with the push-and-pull dynamics of vigorous 
conversation” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 65).  Tools now exist to encourage dynamic 
exchanges between two people from differing levels of the organization to many people 
from multiple levels.  Organizations are able to use technology in new ways to engage 
their organizational members in discussions such that the opportunity to share and 
question is increased.  Blogs, wikis, video chats, and social networks such as Twitter and 
Facebook allow stakeholders to engage in real-time interaction about new ideas instead of 
watching a prerecorded video on a new product or organizational goal.  This dynamic 
exchange is often referred to as dialogue in the literature. 
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Significance of dialogue.  Research demonstrates clear support for the value of 
dialogue in building meaningful connections between individuals and groups (Barge et 
al., 1989; Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Hurley & Brown, 2009; Kauffman, 2016; Mazutis 
& Slawinski, 2008).  This is consistent with the recommendation by Groysberg and Slind 
(2012a) for organizations to embrace the “unpredictable vitality of dialogue” (p. 80).  
Dialogue moves communication beyond the mere exchange of information to deeper 
levels of connection between people and organizational goals.  Mazutis and Slawinski 
(2008) suggested that authentic dialogue may even be the bridge between strategic 
leadership and organizational learning.    
The deeper level of connection that dialogue avails comes from an exchange of 
power and of energy.  Glaser’s (2015) conversational intelligence matrix shows a 
progression from a transactional exchange of information through a positional exchange 
of power to a transformational exchange of energy.  Elements of interactivity are found in 
each phase.  In the exchange of information phase, the interaction dynamic is “ask-tell” 
(Glaser, 2014, p. 71), where the focus is on giving and taking information with a limited 
amount of trust and individualistic intentions.  In the exchange of power phase, the 
interaction dynamic is “advocate-inquire” (Glaser, 2014, p. 71), where the intent of 
exploring others’ positions is on finding win-win solutions.  This phase engenders 
conditional trust and greater attention to both parties’ interests.   Lastly, in the exchange 
of energy phase, the interaction dynamic is “share-discover” (Glaser, 2014, p. 71).  The 
focus is on exploring others’ perspectives to merge understanding and transform reality 
though innovation with a high degree of trust and intentions of collaborative success 
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(Glaser, 2014).  The overall progression builds trust through interaction and fosters 
collective meaning.   
The Glaser (2015) model clarifies the process for achieving what Weber (2013) 
called conversational capacity.  Conversational capacity is an individual or group’s 
ability to have “open, balanced, and non-defensive dialogue” about even the most 
challenging of topics (Weber, 2013, p. 15).  If conversation is nondefensive, it becomes 
more likely stakeholders will present novel ideas and that ideas will flow in a multilateral 
fashion.  This creates a cycle of transparent sharing and trust throughout the organization.  
Additionally, it has been found that there is safety in conversation, meaning sharing of 
thought does not bring negative consequences, but difficult issues are allowed to surface, 
thereby making change more likely (Crossan et al., 1999; Hurley & Brown, 2009; 
Mazutis & Slawinski, 2015).  Research findings from Boogaard (2000) indicated that 
when people are led in such a dialogic way, they are more satisfied with their work and 
more energetic and healthy.  This leads to less absenteeism and greater employee and 
leader retention.  Interactivity supports a vital layer to the conversational leadership 
model.   
Inclusion 
 Groysberg and Slind (2012a) presented shared ownership of purpose and meaning 
in the third element of conversational leadership.  Inclusion, as defined in this study, is 
the commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and participate in 
the development of the organization.  Inclusion moves beyond mere participation to a 
focus on the role that employees play in organizational discussions.  Organizational 
conversation solicits all stakeholders to generate the content that tells the company’s 
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story (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  When people feel they have contributed in a 
significant way, they have more authentic ownership of the mission and vision of their 
organization (Berson & Stieglitz, 2013; Boekhorst, 2015; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; 
Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Instead of passively consuming information or responding to 
the content of others, stakeholders actually generate the information and participate 
actively in its messaging.   
Collective wisdom. An important study on midlevel academic leaders in higher 
education found that these leaders were more likely to lead in conversational ways that 
respected and valued others when they themselves felt listened to and valued (Kauffman, 
2016).  This leadership included listening to all voices, even those voices that disagreed 
with them, asking questions for understanding, and embracing differences.  The result is 
referred to as “collective wisdom,” a state where individuals trade individuality for 
collaboration and certainly for ambiguity (Kauffman, 2016, p. 106).   
Hurley and Brown (2009) developed a model of conversational leadership in 
which the output is collective intelligence and wise action.  A key input variable in this 
model is the involvement of all stakeholders in the exploration of critical questions 
through the use of social technologies.  By involving diverse stakeholders from the entire 
organizational system in dialogue, a more expansive ecosystem of ideas will be 
generated.  In turn, this will allow for increased understanding of major issues as well as 
unique solutions accompanied by widespread engagement in the change process.  
According to Hurley and Brown (2009), this collective intelligence means that people can 
be smarter, more creative, and more capable together.  The ultimate result is informed, 
inclusive action by highly engaged members of the organization. 
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Climate. The type of climate necessary for inclusive conversational practices 
includes open-minded leadership, respect for diversity, and the encouraging of 
participatory decision making (Boekhorst, 2015).  Being open-minded involves 
welcoming new people and experiences.  Berson and Stieglitz (2013) described how 
leaders who value new people and perspectives use positive body language to encourage 
others to share.  They also pointed to the importance of listening to understand others’ 
thinking prior to forming a judgment.  This is the type of climate that can lead to major 
innovative breakthroughs.   
Understanding the significance of how diversity impacts organizational success is 
important for a leader who wants to cultivate a climate of inclusion.  The types of 
diversity present in contemporary organizations are varied.  Diversity can be present in 
areas such as age, gender, and race.  Or it can be apparent in sexuality, level of education, 
or religion.  Other types of diversity like learning style, military service, and genetics can 
be harder to discover (Berson & Stieglitz, 2013).  It is easy to unknowingly offend 
someone or disrespect their core values and beliefs.  Therefore, listening and responding 
appropriately is vital.  Not only must members of the organization understand the 
presence of workplace diversity, but the leader must also possess a relatively high degree 
of emotional intelligence to navigate it well (Glaser, 2014; Talent Advisory Board, 2014).  
Listening well includes hearing diverse voices and opinions even when they cause 
conflict.  When a leader really hears the other person or group, it engenders opportunities 
to learn and strengthens relationships.  Berson and Stieglitz (2013) claimed that it is not 
diversity itself but how a diverse workforce can be led to meet organizational goals that 
actually matters.   
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Collaborative leadership. Organizational communication that is marked by 
inclusive conversation grows collaborative leadership.  Such shared leadership and 
responsibility build interconnected values that lead to increased engagement (Auster & 
Freeman, 2013; Boekhorst, 2015; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Kouzes & Posner, 1999).  
By engaging all key stakeholders in meaning-making work, leaders can support the type 
of breakthrough thinking that will result in innovations for the critical issues they face.  
One way an organization can increase success in a knowledge-based economy is 
to pursue thought leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Thought leadership involves 
sharing the most forward-looking thought within the organization with internal and 
external stakeholders.  This becomes collaborative when employees who are in the 
trenches working with the products and services are encouraged to convey the innovation 
agenda.  Not only might this be better received by stakeholders, but it also allows 
critically important employees an opportunity to stand out.  They experience ownership, 
receive recognition, and are perceived by themselves and others as making a difference 
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  This perception is believed to sustain continued authentic 
engagement. 
The shift from top executives creating and controlling messaging to an inclusive 
conversational atmosphere requires a degree of relinquishing control over the messages 
that circulate as part of official organizational communication (Groysberg & Slind, 
2012b).  When leaders loosen the grip on communication, the organization as a whole 
can take greater ownership of the conversation.  While this can feel risky to a leader 
given that what is said or posted is not in strict control of upper management, the cost of 
trying to restrict the free flow of information is far greater.  In fact, unilateral control has 
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been shown to lead to uniformed decision making and lower intrinsic commitment 
(Weber, 2013).  
Research suggests that the added benefit of an honest perspective for leadership 
and engagement for stakeholders is worth the risk.  A loss of control does not mean a loss 
of responsibility, pointing to the relevance of the fourth element in conversational 
leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Leaders must still take responsibility for the 
organizational conversation within their organization while they release control of the 
content to some degree.   
Intentionality 
 The fourth and last element of conversational leadership is intentionality.  
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) explained that intentionality is how leadership derives 
strategically relevant action.  Intentionality, as defined in this study, is ensuring clarity of 
purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and meaning.  As the final 
component of the conversational leadership model, intentionality adds a layer of strategic 
relevance to a conversation that could otherwise be intimate, interactive, and inclusive 
but lacks direction of any kind (Nichols, 2013).  For example, it is possible for a leader to 
walk around continually having face-to-face conversations with stakeholders of all levels 
in the organization.  However, that communication can be so casual or without direction 
that it does not serve to move the organization forward.  This is not to suggest that 
intentionality is more important than the other three elements because intentional 
communication alone can fail to address the humanistic needs to support engagement in 
the organization.  Traditional corporate communication models were nothing if not 
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intentional.  However, the intention was to mandate compliance, not to share 
understanding of strategy (Darling, 2017).   
Closure. Groysberg and Slind (2012a) described the fundamental difference 
between the first three elements and intentionality as one of closure.  Intimacy, 
interactivity, and inclusion open the communication channels while interactivity narrows 
the field.  In this way, leaders can use the rich discussions to also cultivate the types of 
action that are most relevant to the goals of the organization.  Intentionality provides the 
order that will lead the conversation to action.  Their work is consistent with other 
literature on intentionality that indicates the clear significance of focus in communication 
(Hattie, 2012; Marsh et al., 2016).  Intentionality provides that focus and a natural 
stopping point for dynamic, multidirectional conversation.  The closure comes from 
agreement on the action in the next steps. 
Conversational strategy. If there is intentionality in a conversation, people come 
to that conversation with a purpose in mind.  The implication for leadership is that leaders 
would actually plan for the form and purpose of communication in their organization 
over a certain period of time (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  While content is often 
generated through collaborative conversations, these conversations can be designed 
strategically to produce such content.  This is significantly different from attempting to 
maintain control over what is said through messaging.  It is recognizing that the speed of 
change today generates the need for constant, consistent communication opportunities in 
every direction.  Strategy comes in designing the processes to be put in place to steer the 
flow of communication into intentionally devised patterns that will support the goals of 
the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Marsh et al., 2016).  While the 
 49 
model of conversational leadership supports the abundance of fluid, natural conversation, 
it is important to acknowledge that organizations still exist for a purpose.  Effectively 
sharing that purpose as well as the vision and goals to meet that purpose requires 
planning.  Gathering authentic input through conversational structures also requires 
strategic planning (Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Ensuring that the first three elements of 
intimacy, interactivity, and inclusion are present requires planning.  If these elements 
occurred naturally in organizations, they would be prolific.   
Strategic conversation. Conversation that aligns people to the mission, vision, 
and strategies of their organization is strategic.  According to Groysberg and Slind 
(2012b), “The main point of fostering dialogue within a company is to improve its 
internal and external performance” (p. 174).  Scholars agree that more and more, 
employees want to understand what they are doing and why they are doing it (B. M. 
Bass, 2007; Canrinus, Helms-Lorenz, Beijaard, Buitink, & Hofman, 2012; Weber, 2013).  
Conversational intentionality provides those answers.  Messaging is built around strategy 
and carefully explained to all stakeholders.  Leaders can structure conversation around 
mission, vision, and goals to provide opportunities for increased understanding.  This can 
take place in the form of questioning and clarifying among stakeholder groups.  It can 
also allow for an open analysis of strengths and weaknesses of a proposed strategy.  This 
system-wide clarity and focus serves to move the organization forward.  Hurley and 
Brown (2009) described these strategic choices as “skillfull architectures of networked 
inquiry and cascading action” (p. 6).  Groysberg and Slind (2012b) referred to it as 
drawing a picture.  Until people can see the picture, they cannot begin to internalize it.   
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One story. Once the message is understood and internalized or is collectively 
developed, an organization can begin to unify its members toward a single story.  By 
using conversation strategically, leader, employee, and organizational goals can be 
aligned to a single, unified vision.  Different from other models of strategic leadership, 
however, this strategy emerges from within the multidirectional conversations that occur 
(Marsh et al., 2016).  Organizational conversation is organic and open-ended and at the 
same time organized to promote aligned purpose.  Groysberg and Slind (2012b) 
emphasized that only one vision, or one story, must emerge.   
In order for all stakeholders to understand and tell the same story, they need to 
share common language (Hurley & Brown, 2009; Marsh et al., 2016).  Words convey 
meaning, and in order for that meaning to be the same for all groups, the words should be 
selected carefully, clarified, and used consistently.  In a study conducted specifically on 
school systems, Hattie (2012) revealed the importance of intentionally fostering shared 
understanding of the language of learning and improvement in schools.  Teachers, 
leaders, and community members need to engage in dialogue with the intention of 
clarifying the mission and vision of education as well as the long-term improvement 
agenda (Marsh et al., 2016).  The examination of the conversational leadership model in 
comparison with other literature reveals that organizations can benefit from intentionality 
in developing strategy, focus, story, and common language. 
The Assistant Superintendent in Public School Organizations 
 One organization that continually develops a strategy and involves stakeholders 
for high-stakes outcomes is the American public school district.  Community, parents, 
elementary and secondary teachers and students, school site leadership, and central 
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district office leadership compose a diverse body of stakeholders contributing to the 
preparation of children for college-and-career readiness.   
District-Level Leadership  
 The central office in a public school system houses the top-level management for 
all operations within the system.  A typical district office is comprised of a 
superintendent, associate/deputy superintendent, assistant superintendent(s), director(s), 
and coordinator(s; DiMuzio, 2013).  The superintendent is the chief executive officer of 
the public school organization, serving to connect stakeholders and further the district 
vision promoted by the school board (Antonucci, 2012).  Each superintendent is 
supported by the role of one or more assistant superintendents based upon the size of the 
school district they serve.  Assistant superintendent job titles often reveal their respective 
fields of focus within the organization, such as assistant superintendent for business, 
assistant superintendent for curriculum/instruction, assistant superintendent for 
operations, and assistant superintendent for personnel or human resources (Glass, 2007).  
The assistant superintendent serves in a uniquely pivotal position within the ecosystem of 
the public school system. 
 The literature reviewed for this study focused primarily on the role of assistant 
superintendent of curriculum/instruction, the leader of the educational services 
department.  Assistant superintendent of curriculum/instruction and educational services 
assistant superintendents were used interchangeably in the literature to refer to the 
district-level individual responsible for overseeing what is being taught and how it is 
being taught in the classroom.  Wimpelberg (1997) suggested that the position of 
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instructional supervisor might be one of the most overlooked and least understood roles 
within the school system. 
Educational services assistant superintendents are often the primary decision 
makers for many initiatives that impact certificated school personnel, materials, 
curriculum, assessment, and student achievement (Leach, 2009).  There have been 
numerous studies on the role of the superintendent within the public school system and 
the significance of the superintendent as a manager and an instructional leader (Howard, 
2013; Kowalski, 2005; Waters & Marzano, 2007).  Research has also focused on how 
central leadership impacts school performance.  Waters and Marzano (2007) identified 
five duties of district-level leaders that correlate to student achievement:  
1) ensuring collaborative goal setting, 2) establishing nonnegotiable goals for 
achievement and instruction, 3) creating board of education alignment with an 
support of district goals, 4) monitoring achievement and instructional goals, and 
5) Allocating resources to support the goals for achievement and instruction. 
(p. 6)  
However, the research on the roles of the educational services assistant superintendent as 
a manager or instructional leader is extremely limited (DiMuzio, 2013; Kaltenecker, 
2011; Roelle, 2010).  
Role of the Superintendent Compared 
An educational services assistant superintendent works closely with the 
superintendent to align and monitor school curriculum and instructional practices 
throughout the district.  Regardless of the size of the school district, the assistant 
superintendent often serves as a key advisor to the superintendent (Leach, 2009).   
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Whritner (2009) even proposed that the success and longevity of superintendents may 
rely on the effective contributions of their assistant superintendents.   
Despite the similarities in purpose and impact, there are key differences in the 
jobs of the superintendent and assistant superintendent (Kaltenecker, 2011).  Since the 
advent of the role with public school systems in the 1800s, five overarching themes have 
encompassed the primary work of the superintendent.  These themes have evolved over 
time from teacher-scholar, to organizational manager, to democratic statesperson, to 
applied social scientist, and finally to what is seen today, communicator (Kowalski, 
2005).  All but one of these themes, the teacher-scholar, involve attention outside of the 
schools themselves with the superintendent giving most attention to the outside factors 
that influence the district.   
The literature suggested that the central district leaders balance community 
relations with the internal needs of the schools (Glass, 2007; Kaltenecker, 2011; 
McGloughlin, 2016).  Due to competing priorities, the superintendent must rely heavily 
on the work of the assistant superintendent to provide attention to the internal operations 
of principals and teachers within schools (Kaltenecker, 2011).  This is consistent with the 
findings of Pajak and Glickman (1989), who described the superintendent as focusing 
outward and the assistant superintendent as focusing inward.  What does it mean for the 
position of assistant superintendent to look inward?   
Looking Inward: Connecting the Central Office With Schools 
Although the exact duties remain somewhat elusive and ill-defined, several recent 
studies offer new clarity on the impact on the role of the assistant superintendent focusing 
inward.  This role has a significant impact on the learning outcomes of schools and 
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students via the work of the directors, coordinators, and principals they manage.  The 
assistant superintendent must utilize effective leadership skills because his or her 
subordinates are directly responsible for executing the practices that impact student 
learning.  Principals oversee the actual work in each individual school building.  The 
literature reveals agreement that the curriculum leader at the central district office is able 
to impact student achievement primarily through the relationships he or she builds with 
principals and knowledge structures he or she provides for them (DiMuzio, 2013; 
Kaltenecker, 2011; McGloughlin, 2016; Waters & Marzano, 2007).   
In an important study on knowledge management, McGloughlin (2016) proposed 
that the effectiveness of school sites depends on the way knowledge is shared between 
principals and district leaders.  In order for principals to share organizational knowledge 
key to performing their role, assistant superintendents need to create a collaborative, 
supportive, and helpful culture.  Additionally, if high levels of trust between principals 
and central district leaders marked the district culture, risk taking and the number of 
perceived positive relationships were found to increase.  Conversely, the study identified 
lack of principal involvement in curricular decisions, lack of clearly defined principal 
autonomy, and lack of shared district vision as inhibiting knowledge creation and 
preventing the occurrence of effective district-level management (McGloughlin, 2016).  
This implies a need for the educational services assistant superintendent to provide the 
right types of experiences for principals to engender knowledge sharing and collaborative 
decision making.  It also means that principals want to clearly understand the limits of 
their autonomy and what choices are actually available for them to make.   
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Kaltenecker (2011) found that the responsibilities of educational services assistant 
superintendents continually evolve to meet the most pressing needs of the school district.  
They must be constantly prepared to alter their responsibilities based upon emerging 
information and district culture.  Nonetheless, five key functions of the role emerged 
from the study: “1) creating and communicating a vision, 2) building the capacity of 
others, 3) promoting collaboration, 4) coordinating initiatives, and 5) building and 
maintaining relationships” (Kaltenecker, 2011, p. 141).  These key functions provide a 
starting point to examine more closely what it is that the assistant superintendent does in 
his or her role to achieve what the literature has provided in terms of outcomes of the 
position.     
American schools are under tremendous pressure to be internationally competitive 
and to prepare students for college and the careers that do not yet exist.  At the same time, 
decreased funding provides for complicated constraints.  Yet, some research indicated 
that funding is not the most significant factor in positive school reform (Waters & 
Marzano, 2007).  District leaders have been shown to be crucial to the success of school 
districts (DiMuzio, 2013).  Gaining a deeper understanding of which specific leadership 
practices contribute to increases in student achievement can provide the foundation to 
successful progress on a district-wide level. 
Summary 
 Chapter II explored global and organizational change.  The ways in which the 
rapidly changing world necessitates a new look at communication within organizations 
were presented.  The theoretical backgrounds of organization learning, leadership theory, 
and communication via the conversational leadership model were evaluated.  This was 
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followed by an analysis of the literature on the role of the educational services assistant 
superintendent within a public school district.   
While there is extensive research on the role of the superintendent and principals 
within public school systems, there is a clear gap in the literature on the role of assistant 
superintendents.  Although effective communication has been identified as a significant 
factor in organizational change for all levels of leadership, the bulk of the research 
focuses on what makes leaders effective communicators and not on how leaders influence 
the underlying processes that lead to organizational outcomes (Dinh et al., 2014).   
The existing literature points to the significance of conversational leadership as an 
emergent response to the complexities of organizations in the 21st century (Gambetti & 
Biraghi, 2015; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Groysberg and Slind 
(2012b) identified four principles of effective conversation: intimacy, interactivity, 
inclusion, and intentionality.  However, there are no known studies that have been 
conducted to determine how assistant superintendents lead through conversation using 
the four principals of conversational leadership. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
Overview  
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), research methods are “the ways 
in which one collects and analyzes data” (p. 8).  The intent of this chapter is to describe 
the design and the procedures used to conduct the research (Roberts, 2010).  The purpose 
of the study, research questions, participant population, sample size, instrumentation, and 
data collection are all discussed in this chapter as well as the rationale for the selection of 
the research methodology is provided.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality. 
Research Questions 
Central Research Question 
What are the behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant 
superintendents practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg 
and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, 
inclusion, and intentionality? 
Subquestions 
1. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of intimacy?  
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2. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of interactivity? 
3. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of inclusion? 
4. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversational element of intentionality?  
Research Design 
The purpose of a research design is to outline a plan for gathering evidence that 
allows the researcher to draw the most valid and reliable conclusions based on the 
research questions posed (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  Selecting the plan most 
appropriate to the study is important.  As such, an educational researcher can approach 
the inquiry through a quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods approach.  According to 
Patten (2012), “The results of quantitative research are presented as quantities or numbers 
(i.e. statistics).  In qualitative research, the results are presented as discussions of trends 
and/or themes based on words, not statistics” (p. 19).  A mixed-methods approach 
combines both quantitative and qualitative methodology.   
After evaluating the merits of each methodology, the researcher determined that a 
qualitative methodology was most aligned with the purpose of this study.  According to 
Patton (2015), qualitative inquiry illuminates meaning by contributing to an 
understanding of how humans engage with and make sense of the world around them.  A 
key reason for selecting a qualitative design for this study was that the openness of the 
inquiry provided the potential to uncover not only what was occurring among exemplary 
educational services assistant superintendents but also unforeseen consequences of their 
 59 
role (Patton, 2015).  This potential could be significant when describing the behaviors 
that exemplary leaders practice to lead through conversation. 
Method 
A variety of paradigms exist within the field of qualitative research.  The 
researcher considered three different theoretical approaches: ethnography, 
constructivism, and phenomenology.  Ethnography seeks to answer questions about the 
culture of a group of people and examines how that culture explains their behaviors.  
Constructivism answers questions about how the people in a particular setting perceive 
their reality and studies the consequences of that perception.  Phenomenology focuses on 
the meaning, structure, and essence of the lived experiences of a particular phenomenon 
for an individual or a group of people (Patton, 2015).  The phenomenological approach 
was selected as the most appropriate paradigm for the purposes of this study.   
Rationale 
In the case of this research study, the phenomenon of interest was exemplary 
leadership through conversation.  Given that little was known about the specific practices 
exemplary leaders used to engender the conversational principles of intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality, an inquiry into the essence of the experience of 
this leadership has been deemed most appropriate.  Phenomenology focuses on 
“exploring how human beings make sense of experience and transform experience into 
consciousness, both individually and as shared meaning” (Patton, 2015, p. 115).  
Additionally, the retrospective nature of phenomenological research allowed for an 
inquiry into organizational experiences that had already occurred.  As such, 
understanding the lived experiences of educational services assistant superintendents as 
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they lead their organizations through change was significant in determining the behaviors 
they practice to achieve results.  The phenomenological approach was well suited to this 
study because the goal of the study was to understand not simply whether the elements of 
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality were utilized, but how they were 
actually practiced in the behaviors of top-level leaders.  By sharing examples and stories, 
leaders can express their perceptions of their behaviors in using conversational 
leadership.  
Population  
The research population is defined as the group, whether individuals, objects, or 
events, that meet predetermined criteria and to which the results of the research can be 
generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  The population of this study was 
educational services assistant superintendents in California.   
Currently, there are 1,025 public school districts in California (California 
Department of Education, n.d.).  A chief executive officer, known as the superintendent, 
manages each district.  Within each department, assistant superintendents support the 
superintendent.  A large unified school district may have five or more assistant 
superintendents.  On average, California public school districts currently employ 2,050 
assistant superintendents, which amounts to roughly two assistant superintendents per 
district (California Department of Education, n.d.).  One of these assistant 
superintendents oversees educational services.   
Target Population 
A target population is the group of individuals who meet the specific criteria of 
the research and to which the results of the research can be generalized (McMillan & 
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Schumacher, 2010).  The target population of this study was educational services 
assistant superintendents in Southern California public school districts.  The assistant 
superintendent of educational services is responsible for managing all decisions at the 
district level that impact curriculum, instruction, and assessment at the school level.  With 
few exceptions, California public school districts typically employ one educational 
services assistant superintendent.  Large districts may have more than one.  Smaller 
districts may have none or may be served instead by an executive director. 
For the purposes of this study, Southern California encompasses districts in Los 
Angeles Orange, Riverside, San Diego, and Imperial Counties.  Los Angeles County has 
71 public school districts within its borders.  Orange County has 28 public school 
districts that employ 24 educational services assistant superintendents; Riverside County 
employs 21; San Diego County employs 34; and Imperial County employs 19 (California 
Department of Education, n.d.).  Therefore, the results of this research can be generalized 
to approximately 168 assistant superintendents.   
Sample 
The sample of a study is the specific group of participants from whom data are 
collected (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  This study used nonprobability sampling, 
focusing on a purposeful, convenience sample of only educational services assistant 
superintendents in Southern California also classified as exemplary, thereby significantly 
narrowing the population.  Though convenience and purposeful sampling are classified as 
nonprobability sampling and therefore do not involve any type random sampling, it is 
considered appropriate to narrow the population to increase the participation of 
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individuals who meet study characteristics and align to the purpose of the study 
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).   
Due to financial and time constraints, a convenience sampling method was used 
to limit the population to the areas most accessible to the researcher.  This proximity was 
important in order for the researcher to conduct interviews in person.  Face-to-face, in 
person, interviews were of value because of the need to gather rich, meaningful 
information relevant to the variables of the study. 
To meet the criteria for exemplary, a purposeful sampling method was used.  For 
purposes of this study, exemplary educational services assistant superintendents were 
defined as leaders who set themselves apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the 
following six characteristics: 
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers; 
2. evidence of leading a successful organization; 
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession; 
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or 
association meetings; 
5. recognition by their peers; and 
6. membership in professional associations within their field like ACSA, Association of 
California School Administrators, or AASA, The School Superintendents Association. 
Participants meeting characteristics 1-3 were initially nominated by their county 
departments of education.  These participants were then further screened for the 
remaining criteria.  Once verification of at least four criteria was obtained, participants 
were invited through e-mail or phone call to participate in the study (see Appendix A).  
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Informed consent was obtained to indicate the participants’ voluntary commitment to be 
included in the study. 
Of the overall population of educational services assistant superintendents in 
Southern California, 10 who met the minimum criteria were invited and agreed to 
participate in the study.  This is a viable sample size because qualitative, 
phenomenological study calls for depth over breadth (Patton, 2015).  While the small 
sample size may limit the generalizability, it is sufficient to obtain rich and detailed 
information relevant to the purpose of the study.  
Instrumentation 
The researcher was the primary instrument for collecting data.  In collaboration 
with 12 peer researchers, the researcher designed a set of semistructured, 
phenomenological interview questions to capture the experiences of educational services 
assistant superintendents in practicing conversational leadership within their 
organizations.  The questions were developed around each of the four key variables of the 
study: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality (see Appendix B).  Each 
variable had three interview questions followed by at least one probing question to 
prompt additional response as needed. 
Researcher as the Instrument of the Study 
In qualitative research, the researcher serves as the vehicle for data collection, or 
the instrument of the study (Patten, 2012; Patton, 2015).  In this study, the researcher set 
up, confirmed, and conducted all interviews in addition to coding and interpreting all 
data.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted that the researcher as the instrument of the 
study can present a threat to internal validity.  This is due to the unique personality traits 
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and interview style of the researcher (Pezalla, Pettigrew, & Miller-Day, 2012).  
Therefore, it is possible that the characteristics of the interviewer could influence the 
interviewee during the course of questioning.   
The researcher in this study is not an assistant superintendent but does work in the 
educational services division of a Southern California public school district.  While this 
district was not utilized in the study, the experiences of the researcher as a follower of the 
educational services assistant superintendent could inadvertently bias the study.  
Therefore, steps were taken to mitigate any potential bias.  These steps included having a 
set of questions that were developed and scrutinized by a team of 12 peer researchers and 
four faculty members and using a qualified observer to monitor the field test to look for 
hints of bias in the way the questions were posed. 
Interview Protocol Development  
Semistructured interviews can include three types of questions: descriptive, 
structural, or contrast (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).  Descriptive questions produce a 
narrative and allow people to provide insight.  Structural questions help the researcher 
categorize things and often result in a list.  Contrast questions help clarify an existing list 
by further defining what the items of the list mean (Harrell & Bradley, 2009).  Because a 
narrative that provided detailed insights was desired, this study used a descriptive 
interview question protocol.  
The peer research team collaboratively developed the interview protocol.  The 
development of the semistructured, phenomenological interview questions began with the 
thematic researchers organizing the data gathered from their respective literature reviews.  
The researchers were divided into four groups of three researchers each.  Each team took 
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one of Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) variables to define and develop proposed questions 
to address.  Faculty were assigned to each team to advise and to evaluate the interview 
questions developed.  Post research and drafting, the teams came together to analyze, 
share, and rewrite the proposed interview questions based on the agreed-upon definitions.   
Additional probing questions were written to prompt more thorough responses.  In 
semistructured interviews, additional prompting is necessary to prepare for participants 
whose answers may be too vague.  Prompts can keep participants talking and stimulate 
responses relevant to the topic of the study (Rubin & Rubin, 2012).  The mutually 
agreed-upon interview protocol included the final questions and probes to be used for 
field testing (see Appendix C).  
Field Testing 
The interview protocol and questions were field tested on 12 leaders in the same 
positions who possessed similar characteristics to those in the study.  The field-test 
participants were not used in the final study and were given the opportunity to provide 
feedback regarding the questions they were asked.  The peer researchers also had an 
observer attend the field-test interviews to receive additional feedback and assess the 
neutrality of the researcher in the role of interviewer.  In a post-field-test conference, the 
observer reflected with the researcher on body language, leading language, and the 
establishment of rapport that had the potential to cause bias. 
The feedback from each of the 12 peer researchers was sent to the instrumentation 
expert and faculty members for review and evaluation.  The interview protocol was 
modified based on the field-testing feedback and redistributed to the 12 peer researchers 
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for discussion.  The resulting final interview protocol was used to conduct each of the 10 
interviews with exemplary educational services assistant superintendents.  
Validity 
The validity of a qualitative data instrument refers to its trustworthiness.  Validity 
is the degree to which the research instrument actually measures what it was intended to 
measure (Patten, 2012; Roberts, 2010).  Often, validity can be established through the 
triangulation of data, combining interviews, artifacts, and surveys (Patten, 2012).  In this 
study, the peer researchers designed interview questions, collected artifacts, and 
conducted observations with all participants.  It is important for a researcher to establish 
the validity of the instruments of study in order for the data they collect to be interpreted 
accurately.  In this study, the researcher was the primary instrument of study, requiring 
the researcher to be skilled at interview protocol (Patten, 2012).  Therefore, the researcher 
employed the following techniques to establish the validity of interview protocol: 
1. The peer researchers performed field tests with volunteers in the same positions and 
with similar characteristics to the actual target population prior to any data collection.  
The field-test interview for educational services assistant superintendents was 
conducted with an educational services assistant superintendent in the coastal region 
of Southern California.  The field-test interview was audio-recorded.  An observer 
took notes throughout the course of the field test.  The audio recording and the 
observer notes were analyzed to gather information on the interview techniques of the 
researcher.  Each peer researcher used a template in order to establish consistent 
protocol for feedback from both the interviewee and the observer (see Appendix D).  
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Reviewing the feedback on body language, voice tone, pacing, and rapport helped to 
validate the interview skills of the researcher. 
2. The field-test participant was asked reflective questions on the interview protocol (see 
Appendix D).  The answers to these questions, along with the answers to the field-test 
audio recording were reviewed to determine how well the questions captured their 
intended content.  Faculty and peer researchers collaborated on postfield tests to 
reorder and rewrite questions that were problematic for field-test participants.  This 
process helped to validate the interview protocol. 
Reliability 
The reliability of an instrument refers to the extent to which that instrument yields 
consistent results (Patten, 2012).  An instrument has achieved reliability if it is able to be 
used repeatedly and produce the same results over time (Patton, 2015).  For this study, 
the researcher used an interview protocol to ensure reliability during interviews.  This 
helped establish the consistency that Leung (2015) explained is more challenging in 
qualitative research because of the variety of methods used.  Each participant in this 
study was asked the same three questions using the same interview technique for each 
variable of the study.   
Internal reliability of data. Internal reliability is established when multiple 
researchers are able to reach the same conclusions from a set of data.  This study 
carefully developed the interview instrument around research on the four primary 
variables and maintained consistent practices for data collection around each variable. 
Intercoder reliability. Intercoder reliability is achieved when independent coders 
interpret the research data through the process of coding for themes and reach the same 
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conclusions as the researcher (Patton, 2015).  Intercoder reliability is a vital element in 
content analysis.  Neuendorf (2002) stated that “given that a goal of content analysis is to 
identify and record relatively objective (or at least intersubjective) characteristics of 
messages, reliability is paramount.  Without the establishment of reliability, content 
analysis measures are useless” (p. 141).  In this study, the researcher used the following 
procedures based upon the recommendations of Creswell and Poth (2018): 
1. NVivo software was used to establish a list of primary codes. 
2. Codes developed were shared; they consisted of main codes and subcodes 
3. Coding of 12 interview transcripts was completed among peer researchers 
independently of each other.  
4. Intercoder agreement was assessed with the goal of 80% agreement in coding 
schemes. 
This assessment of intercoder agreement was established by peer researchers 
comparing the codes and themes that emerged from their data in collaborative groups.  
Similarities and differences between the 12 peer researchers were analyzed in coding the 
same sets of data.  The goal was for peer researchers to reach agreement in 80% of the 
cases on how to assign coding schemes for 10% of interview text (Campbell, Quincy, 
Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013).     
External reliability of data. External reliability is present when another 
researcher can replicate the study with the same results and make the same conclusions.  
This study had limited generalizability due to the nature of qualitative interview that 
seeks more in-depth understanding from a limited number of participants.  External 
reliability was not a concern for this study. 
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Data Collection 
Face-to-face interviews, observations, and artifact collection were conducted with 
the 10 exemplary elementary educational services assistant superintendents.  Notes, 
transcripts, and audio-recording equipment were kept in a locked drawer and on a 
password-protected computer.  The rights and privacy of all participants were protected 
throughout the duration of the study.  Data collection did not begin until after the 
researcher obtained approval from Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board 
and after completing the National Institutes of Health (NIH) certification in protecting 
human research participants (see Appendix E).  The researcher provided the informed 
consent documents to each participant and collected the signed documents prior to any 
data collection (see Appendices F and G). 
Semistructured Interviews  
The first form of data collection for this study was obtained through face-to-face 
interviews.  A semistructured, phenomenological interview style was used in order to 
describe the specific behaviors that these leaders used by capturing anecdotal accounts, 
stories, and narrative experiences within the organization (Patton, 2015).  According to 
McMillan and Schumacher (2010), a phenomenological interview “is a specific type of 
in-depth interview used to study the meanings or essence of a lived experience among 
selected participants” (p. 356).     
Data were collected during the interviews in the form of digital audio recording, 
using two devices.  The researcher took handwritten notes during the interviews.  These 
notes allowed for the recording of body language and other nonverbal cues that could not 
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be recorded by the digital audio recorders.  A professional transcriber transcribed the 
digital recordings.  The steps for data collection were as follows: 
1. Interview protocol developed by peer researchers was used in face-to-face interviews. 
2. Participants were nominated, invited, and confirmed with informed consent. 
3. Identities of participants were confidential; each was assigned a unique identifying 
code. 
4. Transcription of interviews was done by a confidential transcriptionist. 
5. Patterns and themes were identified when reviewing the transcriptions 
6. Common categories were identified and coded for interpretation. 
Observations 
The second type of data collected was through direct observation.  Observation is 
a method that allows the researcher to see and hear what occurs naturally in the research 
environment, providing rich understanding of the phenomenon being studied (McMillan 
& Schumacher, 2010).  Observations provide an opportunity for the researcher to witness 
the actual behaviors of participants that may have been shared in the interview process, 
thereby supporting triangulation of data and increasing validity.  Patton (2015) stated, 
“Yet another value of direct observations is the chance to learn things that people would 
be unwilling to talk about in an interview” (p. 333).   
In this study, the researcher looked for observable leadership behaviors related to 
each of the four variables of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, 
and intentionality.  Field notes were taken during educational services department 
meetings to record study participants’ behaviors as well as researcher perceptions of 
verbal, nonverbal, and tacit knowledge (see Appendix H).  McMillian and Schumacher 
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(2010) described tacit knowledge as personal, intuitive, and difficult for an individual to 
articulate.  Therefore, tacit knowledge does not typically arise from the interview process.  
It is instead demonstrated through actions or the use of created objects and is able to be 
recorded during direct observation.   
Artifacts 
Artifacts were the third type of data collected and the final component of 
triangulation to increase validity in this study.  According to McMillan and Schumacher 
(2010), “Artifacts are tangible manifestations that describe people’s experiences, 
knowledge, actions, and values” (p. 361).  Artifacts in the form of personal and official 
documents as well as objects were collected from the study participants.  Additional 
artifacts were gathered through digital sources such as public websites and social media 
postings.  The focus was on collecting examples of bilateral and multilateral 
communication between the assistant superintendents and stakeholder groups.  Artifacts 
included samples of vision and mission statements, logos, agendas, presentations, 
newsletters, calendars, photographs, meeting minutes, and written reports of progress on 
strategic plans.   
Data Analysis 
Interview transcripts, field notes from observations, and artifacts were all used as 
a source of data analysis.  The researcher analyzed the transcripts from all 10 interviews, 
observations, and artifacts using the approach recommended by Creswell and Poth 
(2018).  This included preparing and organizing the data, reviewing the data, and lastly, 
coding the data for themes.  McMillan and Schumacher (2010) considered this a process 
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of inductive analysis during which the coding, categorizing, and interpreting serve to 
explain the phenomenon of interest.   
Organizing and Preparing the Data 
The researcher organized and prepared the data first by sending the digital files of 
the audio recordings to a third-party professional transcriber.  The transcriptions were 
shared with each of the 10 participants for review and to give them the opportunity to 
make corrections in accuracy.  All notes of nonverbal interest taken by the researcher 
were typed.  Data were organized in digital folders by the number of the interview. 
Reviewing the Data 
The researcher read all interview transcriptions and field notes in order once to 
get a general impression of the data.  Each was read a second time to begin to formulate 
preliminary ideas for codes and themes that would emerge.  Each interview transcript and 
set of notes was then uploaded into NVivo for qualitative data analysis, allowing the 
researcher to look for codes, identify themes, and count frequencies.   
Coding the Data 
Data coding began by finding the segments of the interviews, field notes, and 
artifacts that contained distinct ideas, episodes, or pieces of relevant information using 
NVivo software (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).  The segments, typically entire 
sentences, were then synthesized into code.  A code is a name or brief phrase that 
provides categorical meaning to relevant idea.  The coding process for this study 
employed three primary steps: 
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1. Codes were scanned for themes, in particular themes related to the four variables of 
Groysberg and Slind’s (2012a) conversational leadership model: intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. 
2. Codes were scanned for frequency; codes with higher frequency were considered to 
give more weight to the development of a theme. 
3. Codes were merged into meaningful themes. 
The codes and themes that emerged were used to analyze the interview, observation, and 
artifact data for the purpose of describing the behaviors practiced by educational services 
assistant superintendents as they lead through conversation.  Due to the 
phenomenological nature of this study, each of the four variables was described both in 
terms of what happened and how the phenomenon of conversational leadership was 
experienced. 
Limitations 
Limitations are the characteristics of a study that can negatively affect the results 
or the ability to generalize findings to the population (Roberts, 2010).  There are three 
potential limitations of this study: geography, sample methodology, and researcher as the 
instrument of data collection. 
Geography 
There are over 1,000 public school districts in California with almost the same 
number of educational services assistant superintendents.  It would be impractical, given 
constraints of time and money, for the researcher to interview each of these assistant 
superintendents.  The geographical constraints imposed by this study limited the pool of 
qualified participants from which to draw.   
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Sample and Sample Methodology 
This study was delimited to educational services assistant superintendents in 
public school districts in three counties of Southern California.  Participants were 
selected using a purposive, convenience method, thereby reducing the potential to 
generalize findings to other assistant superintendents.  While this study only included 10 
participants in the data collection process, the peer researchers each interviewed 10 
participants, yielding a total of 120 total interviews and increasing the validity of the 
results. 
Researcher as an Instrument of the Study 
While it is recognized that the researcher as an instrument of data collection in 
qualitative research can raise issues of credibility, many steps were taken to minimize the 
effects on the study.  The researcher has been in positions of leadership for 19 years, 
requiring confidentiality and neutral interview skills.  The researcher digitally recorded 
the interviews, sent recordings out for professional transcription, and asked participants 
for corrections to ensure that accuracy and neutrality were achieved. 
Summary 
This chapter reviewed the purpose statement and research questions followed by a 
presentation of the research design.  Data collection and data analysis procedures were 
presented along with limitations of the study.  A qualitative, phenomenological approach 
was used in this study.  Data were gathered through semistructured interviews, 
observations, and artifacts.  All 10 interviews with educational services assistant 
superintendents were conducted in person using an interview protocol developed in 
conjunction with peer researchers.  Peer researchers used the same methodology but with 
 75 
different populations.  Each was recorded using a digital audio recorder.  Chapter IV 
reports on the actual data collected and present the findings.  
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS 
 This qualitative, phenomenological study used Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) 
four elements of conversational leadership in order to discover and describe the behaviors 
that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead their 
organizations.  Chapter IV restates the purpose of the study and the research questions 
and summarizes the research methodology and data collection procedures.  Participant 
demographics are provided, along with the population and sample.  An analysis of the 
data collected is provided, followed by a summary of key findings.   
Purpose Statement 
 The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality.   
Research Questions  
 This study focused on one central research question and four subquestions.  Each 
subquestion was aligned to one of the four elements of conversational leadership. 
Central Research Question 
What are the behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant 
superintendents practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg 
and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, 
inclusion, and intentionality? 
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Subquestions 
1. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intimacy?   
2. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of interactivity?   
3. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of inclusion?   
4. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intentionality? 
Population 
The population of the study was educational services assistant superintendents 
serving in the 1,025 public school districts in California (California Department of 
Education, n.d.).  This population was further narrowed to only educational services 
assistant superintendents employed in five counties of Southern California: Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Diego, and Imperial Counties.  Based upon this sampling frame, 
the target population was approximately 168 educational services assistant 
superintendents. 
Study Sample 
 This study used nonprobability sampling, focusing on a purposeful, convenience 
sample of only educational services assistant superintendents in Southern California, also 
classified as exemplary, thereby significantly narrowing the population.  To meet the 
criteria for exemplary, a purposeful sampling method was used.  For purposes of this 
study, exemplary educational services assistant superintendents were defined as leaders 
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who set themselves apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following six 
characteristics:  
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers; 
2. evidence of leading a successful organization; 
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession; 
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or 
association meetings; 
5. recognition by their peers; and 
6. membership in professional associations within their field like ACSA, Association of 
California School Administrators, or AASA, The School Superintendents Association. 
Participants initially meeting exemplary characteristics 1-3 were peer nominated 
by their county departments of education, the Association of California School 
Administrators (ACSA) members, or faculty members.  These participants were then 
further screened for the remaining criteria.  Once verification of at least four criteria was 
obtained, participants were invited to participate in the study.  
Of the overall population of educational services assistant superintendents in 
Southern California, 10 who met the minimum criteria were invited and agreed to 
participate in the study.  This is a viable sample size because a qualitative, 
phenomenological study calls for depth over breadth (Patton, 2015).  The data collected 
from this study are part of a larger thematic study with 12 total researchers and a total of 
120 participants.  However, only the data collected for this study are analyzed in this 
chapter.  While the small sample size of this study alone is sufficient to obtain rich and 
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detailed information relevant to the purpose of the study, the 11 peer researchers each 
also interviewed 10 exemplary leaders, increasing the generalizability of the study. 
Participant Demographic Data 
Each study participant was assigned a number in order to ensure the 
confidentiality of the data shared.  Therefore, neither individual names nor identifying 
information, such as school district names, were used in the study.  Participant 
demographic data are included in Table 1 and qualifying criteria for the definition of 
exemplary leader are summarized in Table 2. 
 
Table 1 
Demographics for Study Participants 
 
 
Participant # 
Years as 
assistant 
superintendent 
 
Years in 
education 
Number of 
school 
districts 
 
 
Age range 
 
 
Gender 
  1 6 29 1 51-60 F 
  2 2 27 4 or more 51-60 M 
  3 3 30 3 51-60 F 
  4 3 18 4 or more 41-50 F 
  5 6 27 2 51-60 F 
  6 6 28 2 51-60 F 
  7 4 20 2 41-50 M 
  8 1 34 3 51-60 F 
  9 5 22 3 51-60 M 
10 3 25 1 51-60 F 
 
Research Methodology and Data Collection 
 A qualitative, phenomenological research design was used in order to gain a 
thorough understanding of the lived experiences of exemplary leaders.  Therefore, in-
depth, face-to-face interviews were conducted with each of the 10 educational services 
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assistant superintendents.  Observation of study participants and collection of artifacts 
served to triangulate the data collected from the interviews.  
 
Table 2 
Exemplary Criteria 
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1 X X X X X X 
2 X X X X X X 
3 X X X X  X 
4 X X X   X 
5 X X X X X X 
6 X X X X X X 
7 X X X X X X 
8 X X X X X X 
9 X X X X X X 
10 X X X X X X 
 
Interviews 
 Each of the 10 study participants answered the same 12 open-ended, 
semistructured interview questions.  The peer research team collaboratively developed 
these questions around the four elements of conversational leadership.  Three questions 
were written for each of the four elements (see Appendix B).  Nine of the 10 interviews 
were conducted in person, and one was conducted through Google Hangout.  Nine of the 
interviews were conducted in the participants’ offices, and one was conducted in a 
conference room at Brandman University.  All 10 interviews lasted between 45 and 90 
minutes, with an average length of 60 minutes.  Data were collected during the interviews 
using a portable digital audio-recording device.  The researcher also took handwritten 
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notes during the interviews.  Prior to concluding each interview session, participants were 
asked if it might be possible to come again to observe them during the course of their 
workday, or perhaps during a meeting of some sort.  Interview recordings were 
transcribed immediately after the interview session. 
Observations 
 Additional data were collected from four of the participants during observation 
sessions.  Given the time constraints, it was not possible to observe each of the 10 
participants; therefore, observations were scheduled based upon availability of both 
participant and researcher.  Handwritten field notes were taken during the four 
observations using the observation template created by the peer researchers (see 
Appendix H).  In addition to the observation template, freehand notes were taken to 
capture the direction of the conversations within the meetings. 
The four observation sessions took place with four different assistant 
superintendents.  The first observation was conducted during a K-12 leadership meeting 
with 32 principals and district leaders for a length of approximately two hours.  The 
second observation was conducted during a blended learning team meeting with 12 
stakeholders for a length of 90 minutes.  The third observation was conducted during an 
Educational Services Division meeting with seven district-level administrators for a 
length of 2.5 hours.  The fourth observation was conducted during a public school board 
presentation, lasting 15 minutes.  The field notes collected during the 6.25 hours of 
observation time added to the richness of the data collected and contribute significantly to 
the understanding of conversational leadership in this study. 
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Artifacts 
  Data were also extracted and coded for the themes of conversational leadership 
from artifacts.  Examples of artifacts that were used as frequencies of themes included 
agendas of various stakeholder meetings, mission and vision statement publications, 
newsletters and communications to stakeholders, organizational guiding documents, and 
social media posts.  Sixty-three artifacts were collected in total.  The majority of artifacts 
were provided by the participant postinterview or from the participant’s secretary via a 
follow up e-mail or visit.  Additional artifacts were obtained through online searches of 
district websites and social media accounts.  Fifty-four of the 63 artifacts were coded as 
they directly represented the themes of conversational leadership or were mentioned 
specifically by participants during interviews or observations.  The nine artifacts provided 
by participants or their secretaries that were not used, were either not observed or 
mentioned in the interview sessions or did not represent anything directly or indirectly 
related to the leadership behaviors of the participants. 
Presentation and Data Analysis 
The findings presented in Chapter IV were generated from the lived experiences 
shared by 10 exemplary educational services assistant superintendents through in-depth 
interviews, observations, and collection of artifacts.  All findings are reported in relation 
to the four elements of conversational leadership that frame the central research question 
and subquestions of the study. 
Data Analysis 
Patton (2015) described raw field notes and verbatim transcripts as “the 
undigested complexity of reality” (p. 553).  Therefore, it was necessary to analyze the 
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content of the interviews, observations, and artifacts in order to determine what was 
significant to the variables of the study.  By carefully reading through each interview 
transcript, the recurrence of themes in the data was categorized and turned into draft 
nodes or themes.  Each of the 10 interview transcriptions was uploaded into NVivo, a 
software application that allows for organization of coded themes.  Within NVivo, the 
draft nodes were analyzed for internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity by 
working back and forth between categories and interview transcripts to establish the 
strongest identified themes (Patton, 2015).  The interview transcriptions served as the 
primary basis for determining the categorization system for themes; however, the 
observations and artifacts did lend additional insight into the strength of each theme. 
Once themes were determined for each of the four elements of conversational 
leadership (intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality), the observations and 
artifacts were coded for the same themes.  The frequencies of each node were calculated 
by NVivo, providing for an in-depth understanding of the behaviors that the participants 
practice most consistently in order to lead through conversation. 
Validity 
Validity is the degree to which the research instrument actually measures what it 
was intended to measure (Patten, 2012; Roberts, 2010).  Often validity can be established 
through the triangulation of data, combining interviews, artifacts, and surveys (Patten, 
2012).  In this study, the peer researchers designed interview questions, collected 
artifacts, and conducted observations with participants.  Therefore, the triangulation of 
data collected increased the validity of the findings. 
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Reliability 
For this study, the researcher used an interview protocol to ensure reliability 
during interviews.  This helped establish the consistency that Leung (2015) explained is 
more challenging in qualitative research due to the variety of methods used.  Each 
participant in this study was asked the same three questions, using the same interview 
technique, for each variable of the study.  Reliability was further increased by testing 
intercoder reliability.  Intercoder reliability is achieved when independent coders interpret 
the research data through the process of coding for themes and reach the same 
conclusions as the researcher (Patton, 2015).  Ten percent of the data, or one of the 10 
interviews, was coded by a peer researcher.  Thirty-five of the 39 frequencies within that 
transcript were coded consistently.  This represents 89.7% agreement with the researcher, 
thereby establishing intercoder reliability. 
Research Question and Subquestion Results 
The central research question for this study was, “What are the behaviors that 
exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead their 
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of 
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality?” 
In this study, the answer to the central research question was derived from an 
analysis of the subquestions, representing each of the key elements in conversational 
leadership.  In order to answer the subquestions, and thereby, the central research 
question, the thematic team of peer researchers developed an interview protocol 
consisting of four categories, each containing three questions, for a total of 12 interview 
questions (see Appendix C).  The following are the study’s subquestions: 
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1. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intimacy?   
2. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of interactivity?   
3. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of inclusion?   
4. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intentionality? 
 Twenty-five themes and 447 frequencies of those themes were coded from an 
exhaustive analysis of 10 interviews, four observations, and 54 artifacts.  The distribution 
of themes within each of the four elements of conversational leadership was not equal.  
Figure 1 shows the number of themes that emerged for each of the elements: intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.  
 
 
Figure 1. Frequency of themes in each element. 
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Intimacy had the highest number of themes: nine themes.  Interactivity had five themes, 
inclusion had six themes, and intentionality had five themes. 
Frequencies for each theme were calculated and summarized by conversational 
leadership variable, as pictured in Figure 2.   
 
 
Figure 2. Frequency of references from all sources in each element. 
 
Intimacy had the highest number of frequencies: 126 frequencies (28%).  
Inclusion had an almost equally high number of frequencies as well: 122 frequencies 
(27.35%, rounded to 27% in Figure 2).  Intentionality had 112 frequencies (25%), and 
interactivity had 87 frequencies (19%). 
Intimacy 
For the purposes of this study, the peer research team defined intimacy as the 
closeness, trust, and familiarity created between people through shared experiences, 
meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; 
Intimacy12628%
Interactivity8719%Inclusion12227%
Intentionality11225%
Frequency	and	Percentage	of	all	References
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Schwarz, 2011).  Nine themes were revealed during the process of coding data from 
interviews, observations, and artifacts.  These nine themes were referenced 126 times by 
the study participants.  Table 3 presents the nine themes categorized in the conversational 
element of intimacy. 
 
Table 3 
Intimacy Themes 
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Attending to the physical and emotional environment for 
conversations 
9 7 2 8 17 21 
Listening to understand 8 7 2 1 10 18 
-Bringing in concerned stakeholders for needs assessment 7 6 1 0 7 10 
Spending time getting to know people on a personal level 9 8 0 6 14 17 
Weaving core beliefs into conversation 7 4 1 8 13 15 
Modeling vulnerability through sharing stories 10 10 0 0 10 13 
-Sharing stories about own children 7 7 0 0 7 7 
Demonstrating integrity (consistency character/competency) 6 5 4 0 9 13 
Putting relationships before tasks 7 7 1 1 9 12 
 
Attending to the physical and emotional environment for conversations. This 
theme was referenced the most frequently in the element of intimacy.  Nine of the 10 
leaders, 90% of study participants, provided content related to planning strategically for 
the location of or the emotional considerations necessary for the open conversation they 
wanted to occur.  This theme produced 21 frequencies from 17 different sources, 
representing 17% of the coded content in intimacy. 
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Environment was first framed in a physical sense.  Holding conversations away 
from the central office was of value to the participants.  Three of the 10 participants 
specifically mentioned the significance of meeting principals at their school sites for the 
purpose of leadership conversations and provided site visit schedules as artifacts in 
support of that conversational model.  One participant even described the importance of 
having conversations in environments outside of the workplace altogether: 
I set up environments where we can have conversations and engage in learning 
together and sharing out information. . . . When I first started this position we had 
a leadership retreat and then I build those in throughout the year, quarter retreats 
kind of similar to the story in Patrick Lencioni’s five dysfunctions of a team about 
pulling people out of the workplace to help your leadership team to have 
conversations and work with each other to continue to strengthen your 
organization. 
Environment was also framed in an emotional sense.  Significant to participants 
was how the environment for a conversation was set up to provide for a mindset of 
openness.  One participant shared the significance of beginning meetings with a game:  
I know it changes their state of mind and if I have the right game or it’s got a little 
competition to it, they engage completely but the whole room effect changes after 
you do that change of state and they connect at a different level with each other 
and with their teams. 
During an observation of the same participant during a K-12 leadership meeting, the state 
of mind game was witnessed along with the change in mood and increase of conversation 
 89 
postgame.  Another participant emphasized the importance of trust to engender the 
mindset of the environment: 
You’re creating that space for them to talk.  You’re almost encouraging that space 
for open dialogue.  Trust you know we always say that in our principal meetings 
we’re going to have candid conversations and when we walk out of the room 
those conversations tend to stay in the room.  And so you can’t build that up and 
get honest dialogue without having some kind of trust over time that they see that 
that’s honored.  They see that that’s important.  So I think just the more you can 
create those types of open environments where people are free to talk and speak 
their opinion.  
Another observation of an educational services division meeting led by one of the 
participants was coded in this theme as well, because the participant began the meeting 
with a specific check-in process during which the stakeholders discussed their mood 
coming into the meeting and any time constraints they might have.  The check-in process 
took exactly 20 minutes.  The stated purpose for this was to allow for greater presence in 
the meeting that followed.  The frequencies from both physical and emotional 
environmental awareness modeled the type of thinking that Groysberg and Slind (2012b) 
say shrinks the distance that separates people within organizations. 
Listening to understand. This overarching theme has one subtheme, or child 
node, related to it.  Combined with its child node, bringing in concerned stakeholders for 
needs assessment, which also constituted listening to understand, this overarching theme 
included 24 frequencies, accounting for 19% of the total content in the element of 
intimacy.   
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For the purposes of a more in-depth analysis, they will each be discussed 
separately.  Eight of 10 leaders, 80% of participants, provided specific content for the 
theme of listening to understand.  This theme produced 18 frequencies from 10 different 
sources, representing 14% of the coded content in intimacy.  Trust is one of the key 
factors in developing intimacy and when people feel understood, this trust is increased 
(Glaser, 2014).  The content for this theme revealed an intentional effort on the part of the 
participants to be quiet and listen, to recognize that their stakeholders needed to share 
their voice.  The emphasis was on not responding, only listening.  One assistant 
superintendent shared the value of active listening: 
It goes back to that listening, that if you’re really listening to people and trying 
not to think of your response, but really listening and hearing it and then thinking, 
reflecting on it later.  I think that helps you get clarity around what they’re really 
saying.  And if you’re asking good questions and then really authentically 
listening, I think you get you hear a lot more. 
Another assistant superintendent stated the importance of seeking understanding 
over speaking:  
So if you really are seeking to understand, people will know that; and seeking to 
understand is really trying to get at what they’re trying to tell you, without trying 
to think about your response to what they’re trying to tell you.  So I think that’s a 
strategy that I see working with kids.  With parents.  With staff. 
 A third participant highlighted the metacognitive process during a listening 
session: 
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That’s what I told myself.  Listen to understand don’t listen to respond because I 
want to respond so badly, because I in my mind I think I have the answer. . . . My 
advice to leaders would be spend more time with listening.  You know more time 
listening. 
This conscious awareness of active listening was also evidenced in two of the 
observations, during which participants remained quiet while others were sharing their 
ideas or concerns.  The assistant superintendents only spoke to ask a clarifying question 
that indicated clear listening to what was previously stated by a stakeholder.   
Bringing in concerned stakeholders for needs assessment. This theme had a 
frequency of 10 from seven different sources, representing 8% of the coded content for 
intimacy.  This theme is a subtheme of “listening to understand.”  The difference in this 
theme, as stated clearly by participants is that the intent of listening was specifically to 
respond appropriately, and therefore, the data were analyzed separately.  Six of the 
sources were interviews and one was an observation of an actual concerned stakeholder 
meeting.  One assistant superintendent described her process of needs assessment:  
We do what’s called situational appraisals in this district. . . . I had a situation at 
one of my schools just to give you an example where the teachers were really 
unhappy. . . . There was a tremendous amount of special needs students on their 
campus and they were a small school so the number of IEPs that the general and 
teacher was having to attend seemed out of proportion.  Not that they didn’t love 
the special needs kids, but that just time in.  And it was disproportional, and in 
their mind and there was no solution and they were just really upset.  So the 
principal had led and led and done a good job of keeping things, so we went out 
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and we did a situational appraisal and that’s where everybody in the room, you 
have all voices your custodian, your secretary, your teacher, your special ed, your 
general, and your aides are in the room and you have them raise an issue.  And so 
you’re marking it down as they go.  So it could be time, and you just say I want it 
to be really quick.  So they just give you a real quick face, boop, boop, boop, and 
then I go back to that person and say, “Now in this room, time to you means 
something different to me; clarify what it means to you. Give me an example. 
Share what that is.”  Then you start to see some patterns that arise from that 
conversation patterns that help you discern. 
Another described a situation in which math teachers were upset about a recent 
textbook adoption.  She shared the following statement to describe the beginning of her 
needs assessment process: 
I brought them together and I said I don’t know all the details but what I know is I 
want to do the right thing.  And I know we all want to do the right thing.  Just tell 
me what’s going on.  Because there’s just a lot of information.  And so it became 
this listening session.  And that alone was one of the best healing processes for 
everyone.  And so we were able to put it out on the table.  We went through the 
information.  We pulled in key teachers to help them continue to lead a 
discussion. 
One last example from another assistant superintendent reveals her attitude of 
welcoming different stakeholder groups in sharing their concerns: 
And I just welcome all comments, questions, concerns, and I frequently say any 
questions, comments, concerns, always send them forward no matter how big or 
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small.  With parents and different parent groups, different teacher groups, a lot of 
times in different positions they’ll say well I don’t want to I don’t want to bother 
you or I don’t complain.  I’m like, oh no, please do.  Please complain.  That’s 
totally fine right.  It’s going to be about the thing not the person; we’re not going 
to get personal and personally attacking.  But we’re going to talk about what the 
problem is or the concern is.  And then if we can establish what that is and we can 
establish a mechanism to fix it.  
Spending time getting to know people on a personal level. This theme was 
referenced 17 times in 14 different sources, by nine of the assistant superintendents, 90% 
of the participants.  This frequency represents 13.5% of the coded content in intimacy.  
Conversational leaders realize that most effective way to really listen is to meet with 
employees in person (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a).  Participants frequently stated the value 
of one-on-one time with their stakeholders as the primary way to establish trust.  For 
example, one assistant superintendent stated, “And I think you just build relationships 
over time.  I think trust is something that’s earned and it’s something that you work on 
over time and you work on individually with each person.”   
Another referenced the significance of the relationship being built individually, 
prior to expecting authentic conversation in a larger group: 
I have to have individual relationships with every single person in that room.  I’ve 
had to individually contact every single person in that room and establish my own 
relationship and support that they know I have for you before you ever come into 
that meeting in a larger group and openly dialogue and openly have that 
conversation with your colleagues. 
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A third assistant superintendent drew attention to taking the time to talk to 
stakeholders when there was no agenda or present need: 
The biggest thing in this is being out there and try and do face-to-face interaction 
as much as possible, checking in, and obviously we call at periodic times when 
we need things but to be able to call when you don’t need things.  And just to 
check and say “hi.”  I think that really helps to build trust because there’s no 
agenda at that point in time is just really just checking to say hi and see how 
they’re doing and showing you that you care . . . about how they’re doing and 
what they’re doing. 
Two other assistant superintendents even mentioned the need to spend time 
getting to know the families of those who work for them.  In reference to establishing 
trust in the workplace, one said, “It comes about not by organizational conversations but 
by personal conversations.  So talking, getting to know people on a personal level and 
getting to know their families.”  Due to the nature of the meetings during which field 
notes were collected, one-on-one development of relationships was not content that could 
be observed.  Artifacts, such as site visit schedules and evidence of out-of-town 
conference attendance with stakeholders were coded and counted in the frequency for this 
theme. 
Weaving core beliefs into conversation. This theme produced 15 frequencies 
from 13 different sources, by seven of the assistant superintendents, 70% of the 
participants.  This frequency represents 12% of the coded content in intimacy.  A key 
feature of conversational intimacy is the focus on the leader’s status as a person, with 
personal investment in the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a).  The assistant 
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superintendents coded in this theme believed that by sharing their beliefs about the work 
of education and the value of people, that their stakeholders would see the personalization 
in their system of operation and would, thereby, feel closer to them and gain a deeper 
understanding of the work they were doing together.  One participant said,  
I think it’s even more so letting them know what’s the philosophy, what is the 
belief.  I mean I very strongly believe that we’re here to help each other get to 
where we want to go.  That’s the philosophy of our district as well, too, and we’re 
small enough where I truly think that we can build the connections with people so 
they understand that that’s really what we do believe. 
Another participant emphasized how the sharing of beliefs can focus the room: 
I openly state my core beliefs about how I am as a leader and I don’t do it overtly; 
I do it woven into conversation.  But I will say things like the integrity of our staff 
is most important to me.  So I want to make sure if we are talking about this issue 
we get that right.  Everybody knows kind of what is so important and that the 
most important thing isn’t me, it’s them, right?  If we’re talking about students or 
student achievement or you know, reviewing of data or anything like that, I will 
only say you know having students be able to achieve to their maximum without 
adding on to their schedules, their life, the complexity that is most important how 
do we do that.  You know and you kind of rally or channel the mindset of the 
people in the room. 
Two of the participants had coined terms for their list of core beliefs that they 
repeatedly referenced within their organizations.  Sharing their names for the lists would 
compromise the confidentiality of the participants, but both referred to the list of their 
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core beliefs by using a clever title related to their name.  Stakeholders, they said, were 
aware of these terms, given that the core beliefs were so pervasive in their work.  In both 
cases, the participants believed the lists were also a source of humor that served to build 
intimacy.  One of these assistant superintendents was able to provide the researcher with 
a typed list of these core beliefs, which was coded as content into this theme.   
Additional frequencies of core beliefs were coded from Twitter posts, where the 
assistant superintendents posted quotes, such as “It all starts with empathy” or “I’m in my 
happy place,” when visiting a school.  Artifacts such as an agenda, with time specifically 
dedicated to discussing values, a newsletter to principals with celebration of students, 
“being the change you want to see in the world,” and notes shared with cabinet members 
on why leadership is important, were also coded into this theme. 
Other frequencies were obtained from one observation, during which the assistant 
superintendent shared the importance of insights she has gained from reading.  One 
example of this was that she said she repeatedly asks herself, “Is what you’re doing 
helping all kids to be successful?”  She also stated that she did not want test scores to be 
the driving factor for making decisions.  In all frequencies, the sharing of core beliefs was 
thought to increase an understanding between leaders and stakeholders that would build 
trust in the leader and in the focus of the work. 
Modeling vulnerability through sharing stories. This overarching theme has 
one subtheme, or child node, related to it.  Combined with its child node, sharing stories 
about own children, which also constituted modeling vulnerability in storytelling, this 
overarching theme, combined with the subtheme, included 20 frequencies, accounting for 
16% of the total content in the element of intimacy.   
 97 
For the purposes of a more in-depth analysis, the themes are each discussed 
separately.  This theme alone had 13 frequencies from 10 sources, representing 10% of 
the coded content from the element of intimacy.  All 10 assistant superintendents, or 
100% of study participants, contributed to the content of this theme through the interview 
process.  Storytelling has long been known as a tool in corporate leadership to reinforce 
the desired behaviors for team success (Berson & Stieglitz, 2013).  Storytelling of a more 
intimate nature, however, can also engage people’s emotions and cause personal bonding 
(Glaser, 2014).  One assistant superintendent clearly stated this the significance of being 
able to relate to leadership: 
So sometimes the other people’s perception of you and other people’s beliefs 
about what that title means or holds, or the customary practices, when you tell 
stories, it lets them in to see you are human.  You as a normal, human person are 
walking in their shoes and have faced the same situations that they face. 
 Nine of the 10 assistant superintendents chose to share stories of perceived failure 
in their interviews that had previously been shared with stakeholders.  One participant 
shared the following: 
I do it often actually because I’ve had plenty of times I’ve made mistakes.  I think 
one of the examples that I’ve done quite often with teachers is tell them about 
situations in which I tried everything in the whole wide world to make the most 
perfect lesson for an observation.  And the kids reminded me of my vulnerability 
even though I planned out everything so perfectly and I thought I had you know 
every move in mind that would make the lesson.  And there was just the littlest 
little things . . . one of the things was that I asked the groups because they work in 
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collaborative groups all the time.  I just wanted the person to come up and get 
from their collaborative groups to get the manipulatives for the math lesson.  And 
sure enough more than one came up and so it was like, “No, I’m supposed to do it 
now.”  Yeah.  So I use that as an example with teachers to say that in the best laid 
plans not everything goes exactly how we want it to go and that there’s just a 
reality when you working with kids that it’s not perfect.  And when I come into a 
classroom I’m not looking for perfection.  
The sharing of failure, or recovering from failure in the workplace was a dominant part of 
the interview conversations.  This sharing of failure, also extended into the participants’ 
personal lives as well, as will be shared below in the last theme of intimacy. 
Sharing stories about their own children. Seven of the 10 participants built trust 
and authenticity by sharing stories about vulnerabilities with their own children.  While 
there were only seven frequencies for this theme, it was significant that 70% of study 
participants mentioned their own children in their storytelling examples during their 
interview.  This theme, combined with the other storytelling theme of modeling 
vulnerability through sharing stories, accounts for 15% of the coded content in intimacy.  
Independently, it accounts for 5% of the content in intimacy.  One participant stated, 
I think I share a lot of personal stories about my children a lot and how I raise my 
children.  And sometimes that I’m not the most perfect dad.  And it shows that 
I’m vulnerable and that you know, I’m fallible and I make mistakes. 
Another shared, 
I think the one that that I find myself sharing the most in a situation is my 
personal struggle with my own son. . . . I think to be able to share that you’ve 
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been a parent of a special ed kid, and that you’ve been in that system, and that you 
know that you know how difficult it is for parents and teachers to be in that 
situation.  I think that that makes you very authentic; it makes you very real and 
they’re very raw feelings when you’re talking about your own children. 
The stories the assistant superintendents shared about their own children 
illustrated the power of sharing personal information in the educational workplace: 
I have three very different children and I have one that—I think as an educator 
everybody expects your children to be great at school.  They expect your children 
will be smart, they expect you to be well-behaved.  And I think standards are 
higher for educators’ children than they are sometimes for a child that just walks 
through our door and we don’t know the history of the parent necessarily.  And so 
my middle son struggled a great deal with education within our system.  And I 
was his principal.  Right.  So I think that has been a great story for me to tell and 
share because through my own life and raising my son, I am able to say yeah, you 
know this doesn’t work for your child.  And I get it really.  Homework is a 
nightmare.  I get it.  Really he’s frustrating and that child is frustrating in your 
class.  I get it.  You know what I mean.  So that is just one experience that has 
helped me in multiple situations.  Even now when we talk about school reform 
and personalized learning and how we offer our system, how our system works or 
doesn’t work for children.  I have an example of a child where our system failed 
him miserably. 
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Not only did such stories serve to model vulnerability in the way the workplace failures 
did, they also built a case for authentic understanding of the challenges faced by 
educators, parents, and students. 
Demonstrating integrity. This theme had a frequency of 13 from nine different 
sources, representing 10% of the coded content for this theme.  Integrity as represented 
by the content of this theme refers specifically to consistency of character and 
competency, or as one participant stated, “You’ve been true to who you said you were.” 
This content was both specifically referenced by the participants and observed during all 
four meetings.  Integrity was challenging to find in artifacts.   
During the observations, content was coded for integrity if the participant was 
observed practicing beliefs specifically stated in the prior interview.  For example, one 
participant stated that he did not give any opinions during meetings with stakeholders, 
because those often translated to directives.  Instead, he only facilitated the time and 
conversation structures; stakeholders could expect to come to his meetings being trusted 
to do the work themselves.  Upon observation, this was found to be precisely the case, 
even when the participant was directly asked to share an opinion.  He instead turned it 
back to the group, stating that “we have all these people in the room to address how to do 
it.”   
Interview data show that the assistant superintendents believe that their integrity 
was a significant factor in building trust in their organizations.  One participant said, “I 
would tell you from my position, I always just stay true to my true north as long as I work 
with somebody.  I can stay true to who I am and that’s going to be vulnerable, open, 
honest, trustworthy.”  Another participant stated, 
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I think it’s a lot to do with your character that your actions and things that you’re 
doing are in line with what you say.  And another component of that I think is just 
that you’re showing some competency in that as well so that you’re competent in 
your work and that alignment with your work and your character.  
Putting relationships before tasks. This theme was referenced 12 times in nine 
sources, representing 9.5% of the coded content in intimacy.  This theme differs from the 
theme of “getting to know people on a personal level” in that seven of the participants 
provided content that was more about the order of the relationship and the work to be 
done.  One participant provided the following statement of that order: “To be real and 
human, so that you are a person first and a professional second.”  Another assistant 
superintendent provided the following content to illustrate the significance of that order:  
I think if you can establish a relationship that way that makes those other 
conversations a little bit easier to have.  I also say that you want to what I call, I 
haven’t coined it, but you want to have emotional deposits in the bank.  You want 
to be having positive conversations with people about things that are going well 
so that when you have to have one of those critical conversations it’s received in a 
better light. 
Or, participants mentioned establishing the relationship to make the task easier in 
the future.  This theme differed from establishing personal relationships for trust as a 
more utilitarian way of workplace productivity, although intimacy was still the key 
variable.  One assistant superintendent stated, “You have to have those relationships and 
you have to give those individuals that time before they’re even willing to come to the 
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table for you to actively engage and listen to them and have an effective dialogue.”  
Another said, 
I think the more you can build those relationships it helps in times when you need 
them to do something hard.  And it helps in times when you’re asking them to 
push limits and increase test scores and do all these things that you’re asking them 
to do on an annual basis if they know that you’re kind of in it with them. 
This theme was also coded in one observation, during which a participant was observed 
joking with a secretary about her husband not waking her up on time for the stated 
purpose of “keeping her calm during her first week” in a new position.  One artifact, a 
classified agenda, also demonstrated this theme by involving stakeholders in a social 
emotional activity as a means to motivate participation in an upcoming book drive. 
Interactivity 
In this study, interactivity was defined as the bilateral or multilateral exchange of 
comments and ideas, a back-and-forth process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  
Conversational interactivity was coded into five themes with 86 frequencies.  The 
element of interactivity was included in 19% of the coded data.  Table 4 outlines the five 
themes of interactivity. 
Facilitating collaborative groups of different sizes. This theme was referenced 
in 24 sources, with a frequency of 29, representing 33% of the coded content in the 
conversational element of interactivity.  All 10 assistant superintendents, or 100% of the 
study participants, contributed to the content in this theme.  This theme had the highest 
frequency of data coded for all interactivity themes and was the highest referenced 
singular theme of four elements in the study.  Eight interview sources, three observation 
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sources, and nine artifact sources contain references to facilitating small or large groups 
with a variety of stakeholders.  One participant noted, “I always try to have individual 
interactions, small group interactions, and then large group interaction.”  Some groups 
were homogenous, with like stakeholders, such as all principals, while other groups were 
heterogeneous, combining parents and staff, for example.   
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Facilitating collaborative groups of different sizes 10 8 3 13 24 29 
Involving others in the active use of technology   8 6 2   9 17 23 
Developing a process for the exchange of ideas in group 
meetings 
  9 8 3   1 12 19 
Utilizing an accordion model of communication   7 3 3   0   7   9 
Being aware of how language impacts others   5 5 1   0   6   7 
 
The first observation provided evidence of a somewhat homogenous group 
meeting, given that all were district-level administrators.  It was also heterogeneous, in 
the sense that the members had different titles and ranks.  The second observation was of 
a large group of K-12 principals, basically homogenous, though some were elementary 
and some secondary.  The third observation was coded for collaborative grouping, 
because it was a small, heterogeneous group of certificated and noncertificated personnel 
from varying levels of rank and varying locations within the district.  The fourth 
observation was a presentation and, therefore, was not coded for collaborative grouping. 
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Artifacts that were provided were also coded for the theme of interactivity.  
Examples include agendas from classified team meetings, curriculum planning meetings, 
and minutes from leadership meetings.  One artifact that was collected from Twitter 
shows pictures of the participant facilitating a group of principals.  All artifacts coded for 
content demonstrated evidence of collaboration. 
The participants discussed the types of groups they facilitated.  One assistant 
superintendent shared the following example of such interactivity: 
I did a community book study around the global achievement gap, and I bought 
the book for everybody who wanted to attend.  I scheduled four sessions, and then 
I identified some key questions around those sessions, and brought community 
together and put them in table groups, and facilitated opportunities for them to 
have those conversations with one another about well how does our system to 
need look different.  
 Another shared an example that highlights the interactivity of different 
stakeholders working together in a group: 
Just thinking about all the different ways that you can get people to contribute if 
you know your group really well.  Setting it up so that you might have two people 
who have differing viewpoints meeting together, you know partnering them 
together, or if you are depending what the scenario is and if you have elementary 
school principals in them at one table, or maybe you want that cross information 
so you want elementary, middle, and high school principals all at the same table.  
So just thinking through those collaboration opportunities so that it’s not just ad 
hoc or random but you’ve given some thought on who do you put together.  
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Involving others in the active use of technology.  This theme was referenced 23 
times in 17 sources, representing 26% of the coded frequencies in interactivity.  Eight of 
the 10 participants, 80% of the assistant superintendents involved in the study, 
contributed to this content of utilizing technology as a means of organizational 
interaction.   
Two of the observations showed clear evidence of involving others in the use of 
technology for the purpose of interacting.  During the first observation, the assistant 
superintendent asked for table groups to share what their table group had been talking 
about during a whip around.  A member of the meeting shared an app, called Autocrat 
that would allow a teacher and principal to comment back and forth on an evaluation 
document.  The assistant superintendent followed with a suggestion that she offer an 
optional screen cast to teach others how to use the app.  This same assistant 
superintendent also stated the significance of technology for parents to interact with the 
district office in the following statement from her interview: 
On the web site we always have an open forum.  Whenever I post the LCAP there 
is a dialogue forum right next to it so that a parent who just can’t, it’s not 
convenient for them to get in, due to work or family.  They also have an 
opportunity and we monitor that all the time. 
During the second observation, the assistant superintendent used Google Docs to 
share the meeting agenda with the team, but also set the expectation that all members of 
the group would contribute to altering the agenda and recording minutes and next steps 
directly on the digital agenda throughout the meeting’s progression.   
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Another assistant superintendent did something similar and shared the following 
statement to explain how an interactive digital platform can increase conversational 
capacity: 
We always send the agenda out in advance and to get feedback on that.  We’re big 
with Google Docs, so we’re asking people to share documents so we’re putting 
that information where they can adapt and adjust that in any way they want.  We 
use Google classroom as well so they’re putting comments and stuff and eliciting 
in advance and then in the meeting itself. 
Collection of artifacts produced significant content for this theme.  One artifact, 
minutes from a district advisory committee showed active demonstration of the district’s 
Facebook messaging to parents.  Twitter postings were also tracked and captured for 
artifacts.  Four of the 10 participants regularly use social media, such as Twitter to 
interact with their stakeholders.  Regular interaction was qualified, for the purposes of 
this study, as a weekly post on social media that included a retweet of another 
stakeholder’s posting.   
 The value of posting on social media as a form of interaction is explained in this 
statement collected during an interview with one of the participants: 
We had George Couros as our keynote speaker this past fall and he spoke about 
the power of Twitter.  And so now we have some teachers last year that were 
doing it, but we have tons of teachers now who are doing it.  And I think the 
important part of that is positively reinforcing that.  So I know my superintendent 
does this too, but I try to go on every day.  And if one of our teachers has posted 
something, I like it or retweet it, or comment on it just so that there’s that two 
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way.  So they don’t feel like it’s just out there in oblivion and nobody’s seeing it, 
but it helps me especially as a new person, get to know our district and get to 
know what’s happening in other schools. . . . I think it makes our teachers feel 
good to know that even though we up here at the D.O. can’t be out at the sites all 
the time, we have an insight into what they’re doing and that makes them feel 
good- and it should they’re doing great things. 
Developing a process for the exchange of ideas in group meetings. This theme 
was referenced 19 times in 12 different sources, representing 22% of the coded 
frequencies in the element of intimacy.  Nine of the leaders in this study provided specific 
content that related to a specific method to increase two-way communication, either 
between them and their stakeholders, or among stakeholders.  Groysberg and Slind 
(2012b) stated, “Before leaders can open an organizational conversation, they first must 
open a channel for it” (p. 68).  While all leaders indicated they believed in the value of 
open dialogue, the content provided in the following frequencies from the interviews 
reveals clear attention to how they planned for that open exchange to occur.  For 
example, one participant said, “I always like to set up a process in which it’s conversation 
back and forth or opportunity for discussion at the table or group or small group then 
whole group.  So really keeping in mind the processes, that exchange.”  An artifact from 
one participant revealed the use of “interactive book discussions” in small groups. 
Others were even more specific as to the processes they used during meetings.  
One participant shared the following method: 
I talked about some areas that I could be better at doing as a team leader.  And 
then I went around the room and said something several things about each of the 
 108 
department leaders that I thought were successes.  Then I gave them a piece of 
paper and said I want you to write one positive success about your colleagues 
here.  And then we read them all.  And then I set the stage to come back at the 
next meeting to talk about what are our barriers to the expectations that I shared. 
Another shared several methods for possible exchange: 
I think it’s really important that we’re going to have a committee meeting like 
this, and ours was over a series of a number of meetings, that you have very clear 
processes in place in terms of one getting you know each other, and who you are 
as a team, and what you bring to the table so that everybody feels valued.  Then 
you have a process, whether it’s a brainstorming sheet or through a caravan or 
posters.  It is not just OK let’s all get in a room and talk about what we want to 
cut.  The facilitator has actually set up a process that gets the information.  You’re 
able to give the information that needs to be given.  You’re able to get the 
information that you need to hear and then together you’re able to make a 
decision that everybody, and hopefully collectively, at least agree to support it.  
Another participant shared a blended model for stakeholders to exchange ideas 
around the local accountability plan.  Her example shows the planned use of technology 
as an option for dialogue, while still bringing people into the same room to converse face 
to face: 
This year we’re going to do it electronically we’ve never done it where they can 
wander around the room and have a shared document, where they could be more 
of an authentic voice.  So they know if they’re shyer and they can type it but they 
can see what someone else is writing in that way they still are interacting. 
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During the three observations where content was coded for this theme, the 
participants used specific processes to invite an exchange of ideas.  All three participants 
used a whip-around strategy, either in whole group or small group format, to solicit voice 
from all group members.  A whip around is where all members answer the posed question 
quickly by beginning with one member and passing the speaking opportunity along to the 
person next to them.  If the whip around was done in small group, the assistant 
superintendent followed by asking small groups to share out to the whole group.  In one 
of the observations an additional strategy, called jigsaw, was observed.  The assistant 
superintendent had the small table groups read different parts of an article and then getup 
to share their thoughts with someone from another table.   
Utilizing an accordion model of communication. This theme had a frequency of 
nine references in seven sources, representing 10% of the content from the element of 
interactivity.  Seven of the study participants, 70% of the assistant superintendents in the 
study, contributed directly to the content collected for this theme.  The accordion in this 
theme is used as a metaphor for the flow of ideas and movement of feedback throughout 
the organization or group referenced.  The idea of the accordion model was first 
introduced by one of the participants during her interview: 
So I always try to have individual interactions, small group interactions, and then 
large group interaction.  And then whatever the conversation and structure of a 
large interaction emerges you then go back to the small group and you go back 
down to the individual.  So ideas may generate from those one-to-one 
conversations and then you kind of get an interest to see if that idea can get in and 
gain traction or if it’s a good idea.  Does it fit into our norms, goals, standards, 
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and then the vision.  And then if it does you go out to that large group setting, you 
always collect input buy in, information from individuals wherever they can lend 
voice to the conversation, initiative, idea, change, whatever that is, whenever they 
can lend voice to it.  Even if it’s a difficult change or if it’s a difficult topic they 
are going to be OK on the outcome of whatever that decision has to be or could be 
or should be because they’ve been able to participate in the process of it.  So I’m 
very process oriented.  And so I just kind of use that accordion from individual to 
small group to a large group and then taking it back to the small group to the 
individuals rounding things out and then going back to the large group as a follow 
up is what can I use as an accordion to work my way through?  
Another participant used similar wording to describe the process of conversation moving 
from district office out to stakeholders and back: 
There are times when we’re giving information that we expect . . . goes back to 
the sites and it gets disseminated.  But then, we’re always wanting to get feedback 
on that information, and then they bring it back to us.  And it’s kind of shared 
with us again, so it’s kind of that accordion where it, you know it starts with us, it 
disseminates with us, and then it goes out to the sites and it gets disseminated that 
way and then it comes back to us in a different format and we tweak it. 
Content for the theme of the accordion model was also gathered during three of 
the observations.  The interaction among participants followed a similar flow in two 
distinct ways.  First, the conversation moved from the leader, the assistant superintendent, 
out to the members of the group individually, to within members of the group, and then 
back to the leader.  This pattern repeated in different time increments based upon content, 
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but was consistent in its cycling during each observation.  Second, the conversation 
moved from a presentation or reminder of a goal to a discussion of or feedback on 
specific projects related to that goal, and back to the goal itself.  There were no artifacts 
coded for this theme. 
Being aware of how language and nonverbal communication impacts others. 
This theme produced the fewest number of frequencies in interactivity.  It was referenced 
seven times in six sources, representing 8% of the content coded in interactivity.  While 
tone of voice and nonverbal behavior are known to impact success of communication 
more than actual words, all three (words, tone, and nonverbal behavior) work in 
conjunction to convey feelings and attitudes (Glaser, 2014 2015).  Half of the leaders, 
five of the 10 participants, in this study specifically focused on the components of this to 
ensure continued open interaction among stakeholders.  One participant shared how the 
weight of a leader’s words can have unintended consequences, emphasizing the 
significance of remaining quiet.  He shared the following statement: 
Sometimes just don’t say anything because when you say something to them 
that’s a work assignment.  You just assigned them some work because they’re 
going to respond to what you say.  Everything you say weighs heavy in that room 
as a superintendent.  So sometimes we just have to listen and take it in and let 
them dialogue around.  And actually truly hear what they’re saying, but don’t feel 
like you need to resolve it. 
Another participant shared her thoughts on the importance of language in 
delivering a clear message that is understood by stakeholders: 
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What if we were to say it this way because that might trigger a thought.  And then 
business comes, and it sounds like we’re going to do something that’s going to be 
really costly.  Can we say that differently so that they understand that there’s not a 
cost associated with that? 
A third participant described her own awareness of how her degree of intensity 
could impact open dialogue: 
So we’ll get into some deep discussions and there’s intensity.  And I’ve had to 
monitor my intensity because sometimes it’s like, oh maybe we shouldn’t say 
something because you know, is (leader) upset?  That kind of thing, so I’ll have to 
qualify things, and say I know I’m coming off as intense; I’m sorry . . . I have to 
call myself out to make sure people are open and they’re still talking. 
A last participant shared specific examples of her thought process on which words 
were problematic to use in conversation: 
As I said one word can make a world of difference.  And I use the example of 
“handle.”  I’m going to “handle” this situation.  Well, “handle” has a negative 
connotation.  So I’m going to—how might we navigate through this situation?  
How might we collaborate through this situation?  I try not to use the word 
“issue” anymore either.  I try and use “matter” or “situation.”  So yes I’m very 
intentional in the words and if I throw something out I’ll try and retract it and say 
this is what I really meant because I know the power of one word can make in 
terms of changing the tone and tenor of the conversation. 
Observation of this participant provided evidence of her doing exactly what she described 
in her interview.  On two occasions during the observation the participant used a word 
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that she retracted and replaced with another word.  First she stated, “He was stuck in a 
meeting,” followed by, “I shouldn’t say it that way.  He was at a meeting.”  Later in the 
meeting, she said, “I had a different thought about kindergarten,” which she changed to, 
“I have a misguided thought about kindergarten.”   
Inclusion 
The team of peer researchers defined inclusion as the commitment to the process 
of engaging members of the organization to share ideas and participate in the 
development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2009).  
Six themes were revealed during the process of coding data from interviews, 
observations, and artifacts.  These six themes were referenced 122 times by the study 
participants.  Table 5 presents the six themes categorized in the conversational element of 
inclusion. 
 
Table 5 
Inclusion Themes 
Themes Pa
rti
ci
pa
nt
s 
In
te
rv
ie
w
 so
ur
ce
s 
O
bs
er
va
tio
n 
so
ur
ce
s 
A
rti
fa
ct
 so
ur
ce
s 
To
ta
l s
ou
rc
es
 
Fr
eq
ue
nc
y 
Inviting shared leadership opportunities   8 6 3 7 16 25 
-Allowing those who are actually implementing to 
craft/deliver the message 
10 9 2 4 15 20 
-Treating others as experts   9 5 2 7 14 20 
Gathering key stakeholders in the same room for collaborative 
decision making and/or problem solving 
  8 6 2 6 14 21 
Following through on feedback   8 7 3 4 14 20 
Setting up systems for participation   6 6 2 4 12 16 
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Inviting shared leadership opportunities. This overarching theme has two 
subthemes, or child nodes, that also constitute versions of shared leadership: allowing 
those implementing to craft messages and treating others as experts.  Combined with its 
child nodes, this overarching theme included 44 frequencies, accounting for 36% of the 
total content in the element of inclusion.  These combined themes had the highest 
frequency of data coded for all four elements in the study.   
For the purposes of a more in-depth analysis, each theme is discussed separately.  
This overarching theme, independent of its child nodes, was referenced 25 times in 16 
sources, representing the greatest percentage of coded data (20%) in the conversational 
element of inclusion.  Eight of the 10 participants gave content to this overarching theme 
itself through six of the interviews, three observations, and seven artifacts.  A leader who 
invites members to participate in the leadership of the organization, creates an inclusive 
culture that promotes ownership in that organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  The 
assistant superintendents in this study welcomed shared leadership from principals, 
teachers, and students.  One participant shared the following example during his 
interview: 
One of the things that I try not to do is I don’t run the entire meetings. So we all 
have principals run portions of the meeting, well have the directors run portions of 
the meetings.  It really is a shared leadership approach if you will.  We try to 
highlight good things that are happening.  So will often tap if it’s a principals’ 
meeting.  For example, we often tap two of the principals and say, “Will you 
share some things that are happening at your site this upcoming meeting specific 
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to intervention?”  And so they’ll bring up a couple of things so it’s kind of a 
shared leadership approach.  
Another participant shared the importance of building teacher leaders in a 
statement from her interview: 
And I think we mistake that teachers aren’t leaders.  Your teachers are probably 
your biggest voice in that district.  They’re the ones that are going to be the most 
believed.  And so what are you doing to build teacher leaders?  So, we have this 
very leadership seminar for teachers and . . . this year we’re focusing on how you 
develop those team leaders at your school site so that your capacity building is 
that people understand your organization. 
A third participant shared specifically how she handles the invitation: 
I personally reach out to invite people.  So a strategy that I will use is I may send 
out an invitation to everybody, but then I may pick up the phone and say, hey, I’d 
really appreciate if you’d consider being on this committee because I believe you 
would bring the historical perspective. 
A last interview reference shows one participant involving students in shared leadership 
opportunities: 
We are strategically bringing in students into that conversation to help us really 
guide the development of this.  And it’s actually being led by (we have in every 
district and most states) a student body or board representative.  So our student 
board representative is helping to lead us. . . . So it’s an opportunity for him to not 
only lead, but also all of the other students and to help develop the story behind it, 
help develop the message behind it. 
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 All three observations supported the theme of shared leadership.  In one observed 
meeting, three members, in addition to the assistant superintendent helped to present the 
content of the meeting.  In that same meeting, a member was asked to share his 
understanding of technology tool with the other principals.  In the second observed 
meeting all members are invited to contribute to the agenda and take active leadership 
roles in the site support structure planning process.  In addition, the assistant 
superintendent actively called out the strengths of the members and invited them to either 
explain a portion of the content during the meeting or invited them by name to later give 
input.  She used phrases like “Who wants to explain?” and “Who can do this?” and “This 
is where X and Y can give input for those students to be successful.”  The third 
observation that offered content to be coded for this theme was a blended learning team 
meeting for the first time.  The assistant superintendent brought everyone he thought 
needed to lend voice to the issue into the meeting.  During the meeting, however, he 
picked a facilitator to lead the group moving forward and then allowed the group to 
decide, “Who should be in the room as we move forward?”  Anyone who wanted to leave 
the group was able to and anyone who still wanted to offer perspective was invited to 
contribute. 
 The artifacts collected that added frequency to this theme consisted of four 
meeting agendas and three tweets.  The four meeting agendas showed evidence of the 
leaders including others in the presentation of content.  The tweets all celebrated teachers 
or principals for taking on leadership roles at presentations.   
Allowing those who are actually implementing to craft or deliver the message. 
This theme had a frequency of 20 in 15 sources, representing 16% of the coded content in 
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inclusion.  All 10 assistant superintendents, or 100% of the study population, contributed 
to the coded content in this theme within nine of the interviews, two observations, and 
four artifacts.  One participant said, “Who messages for you is equally as important as 
how do you get them to know the message.”  Another provided a variety of ways that 
members of her organization help to generate the content of messaging in the district: 
We do this parents Facebook blast where we get digital citizenship ideas to 
families and we do that on a regular basis.  And you know we lift it out of some of 
the digital citizenship lessons.  I don’t do that; the director of instructional 
technology, he does that.  He created some parent nights where we go into schools 
and we do digital sessions for meetings with parents at night whenever, you 
know, principal invites us in for various different parent presentations or 
something like that.  The teachers on special assignment, they do teacher Tuesday 
articles. 
Treating others as experts. This theme was referenced 20 times in 14 sources, 
representing 16% of the coded content on inclusion.  Nine of the 10 assistant 
superintendents, 90% of the study population, contributed to the frequencies of this 
theme.  Celebrating the knowledge and skills of others brings them more closely into the 
voice of the organization and engenders true ownership of the work (Berson & Stieglitz, 
2013; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012).  The participants in this study treated both teachers 
and students as experts in varying situations.  One assistant superintendent stated the 
intent of this theme clearly: 
But trusting your people and giving them the support to become the experts they 
want to become, and creating a pathway for them to actually do that and have 
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dialogue and be productive and be innovative and really shape where we’re going 
as a district strengthens the relationship of everybody in the district. 
Another assistant superintendent highlighted the differing outcome of inviting members 
to be the experts on a topic: 
There were times where I go up and I say, “Listen, here’s what I want to do.”  
What do you think, and they say, “You’re crazy, you can’t do it.”  I say OK.  
Right.  There’s other times I go to them and say, “Hey.  We need to do this.  I 
need you to help me do it.  Tell me how to do.”  And then they would say, “OK 
got it.  Here’s how you can do it.” 
 Two of the observations provided content for this theme.  In both, the assistant 
superintendents specifically named people in the room as experts on a topic and solicited 
their skills.  They offered that that expert could answer a question for someone else or 
would be able to provide insight into a project at a later date.  The artifacts that were 
collected and coded for this theme included minutes from a teacher advisory council, 
where the participant openly acknowledged a teacher and group of students for a video 
they created about the issues of peace and terrorism.  The other six artifacts collected 
were tweets that celebrated the work of teachers presenting change in specific content 
areas, such as math and science.  One of the tweets was a thank you to the members who 
hosted a parent university, which was stated in the interview as an opportunity to 
celebrate the expertise of teachers in the district. 
Gathering key stakeholders in the same room for collaborative decision- 
making and/or problem solving. This theme was found 21 times in 14 sources, 
representing 17% of the coded content in inclusion.  Eight of the 10 participants, 80% of 
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the study population, contributed to the frequencies in this theme.  This theme was 
distinct from others in that the emphasis from participants was on having specifically 
interested or influential representatives in a room together to problem solve together face 
to face.  Working together, people can generate increased understanding of complex 
issues and cultivate a collective intelligence (Hurley & Brown, 2009).  One participant 
shared the value of everyone being in the same location: 
You know in the very beginning we started with just surveys and they were so 
flat.  We were not getting anything from surveys, even if we asked them the 
questions.  But when we brought them in to meetings and we engage them in the 
questions and the ideas they played off of each other. . . . But what happened 
when we did.  So we have this process where we have huge posters all around the 
room and we have an executive summary so we tell them our story we tell our 
data story.  Tell them what we’re doing well.  Well we’re having trouble with.  
And then we say help us fix this what might help. 
Another participant shared the following example of the theme: 
I would pull subgroups of principals down to talk about things.  We would create 
joint committees, which would be our teachers and administrators working 
through some decisions together.  I ran this kindergarten readiness committee and 
just sent the same out.  And this is the beauty of collaborative groups is what they 
came up with.  I never in my wildest dreams would have developed would have 
thought of what they came up with their collective wisdom. 
Artifacts included as frequencies in this theme were agendas from stakeholders’ 
advisory meetings mentioned by the assistant superintendents in their interviews as well 
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as Local Control and Accountability Plan (LCAP) input sessions.  Another artifact 
outlined the design process for the 2022 strategic plan for the school district and included 
a list of focus groups that would meet in person throughout the course of the year to make 
decisions.  One tweet was coded in this theme.  The tweet was a picture of table groups 
with people sitting in small groups and included the text, “STEM leaders meet to discuss 
and brainstorm ways to grow STEAM throughout the district.” 
Two observations were coded in this theme.  One observation was actually of key 
stakeholders gathered together in the same room for collaborative problem solving.  The 
other was an observation of a meeting where the participants were in the same room 
making decisions on a number of district initiatives.  While it was a standing meeting, 
members of different departments were present and working collaboratively on very 
specific projects that required multiple perspectives to solve.   
Following through on feedback. This theme had a frequency of 20 in 14 
sources, representing 16% of the coded content in inclusion.  Eight of the 10 participants 
offered content that contributed to the coding of this theme.  The theme immerged from 
hearing over and over how important it was for input to be addressed in any way and 
even shared back out.  The participants practiced this acknowledgement of feedback as a 
way to maintain a culture of inclusion, where all members felt their voice was actually 
heard.  One participant emphasized the power of voice in the following statement: 
Making it a safe place over time so that people know when they share their 
contributions are going to be valued and then you know if they’re not then people 
shut down or if their contributions aren’t taking into account or they’re heard but 
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nothing happens with it, people don’t want to share.  So creating an environment 
where people feel like their voice has impact; it has power. 
Another stated how acknowledgment can impact the feeling of inclusivity: 
I think another thing is that regardless of who’s on the committee or the active 
contributors, I think where people stop contributing is because they don’t know 
where their information goes.  So you have this committee meeting and then 
things happen but nobody gets back to the committee and says, “Here’s what 
we’ve decided to do.  We took the input from this committee and here’s what 
we’re doing with it.  You’ll see that we didn’t take this input.  So let me tell you 
why we didn’t take that input.”  Because what I find is people will say, “Well, I 
quit participating because they already knew what they wanted to do.  They’re 
just rubber stamping it.”  So I think if we really want people we have to honor 
their time and their input and get back to them. 
Two observations included content that was coded to the theme of following 
through on feedback.  In the first the assistant superintendent received a suggestion about 
e-mail reminders for timelines of teacher evaluation.  She responded, “Good, let’s bring 
that back to cabinet,” indicating that the feedback would be discussed and addressed.  In 
the second observation, the assistant superintendent commented to the school board that 
she adjusts her presentation based upon parent feedback on wanting to see their own 
school’s data.   
The four artifacts that contributed to the content of this theme were agendas, 
minutes, and surveys from various stakeholder meetings.  One document showed 
feedback from a principal group with typed notes on who would be responding to each 
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item of input.  Another shows minutes from an advisory group, during which members 
bring forward concerns or comments, and the assistant superintendent answers each one 
by stating what the next steps will be.  The surveys that were coded to this theme were 
specifically discussed by participants during their interviews as opportunities to respond 
to feedback from the members of their organization. 
Setting up systems for participation. This theme was referenced 16 times in 12 
sources, representing 13% of the coded data in the element of inclusion.  Six of the 10 
assistant superintendents specifically mentioned a system for including voices to 
maximizing participation.  One participant describe the way she gets everyone to interact 
and feel comfortable participating: 
What I’ve done is I’ve put dots on all of their nametags and it doesn’t allow them 
to stay at that table.  They have to go to another group.  So it forces them to 
interact with other people within the room and whatever they discuss at that table.  
Now they get to go discuss now they have something to talk about.  So, I’m a 
person that tends to be quieter or I may rely a little bit on some of the 
conversation at the table because I’m a parent and I don’t know as much about 
education.  And that happens a lot.  I got to hear a lot at the table.  In the 
discussion there that now I can go share that I thought was kind of cool in another 
setting.  
Another participant share a specific method for including all voices: 
I’ll have them small groups with like a table.  What’s working about this topic?  
What would work better if we did and then insert what you would do?  What isn’t 
working and what do you suggest we would do?  So could be a table; could be 
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you know a flowchart.  Could be poster papers to go around and then do a gallery 
walk. 
In both examples, participants had concrete protocols they were able to share that allowed 
for all voices in a group to be included. 
Other participants shared the relevance of the environment to the element of 
inclusivity: 
We don’t craft the conversation as much as we craft the environment in which the 
conversation has to be held.  So it’s not just a free for all conversation.  It’s got 
focused questions on whatever the topic may be, focused time limits to it, and 
those types of things we have parameters to help guide the conversation. . . . We 
use things like parking lots as well too we use things like OK here are questions 
that people have that we need to go and get some answers for and respond back 
out to.  So as much as we can, create some type of organized process that allows 
them to have open dialogue and open conversation within the parameters of the 
discussion.  
This same participant emphasized how creating a process for inclusion supports 
investment in the organization: 
So getting parents and the students and everybody involved in those processes, I 
think allows them to go out and speak to whatever it may be.  They become now a 
spokesperson for what we’re doing, because they have an opportunity to again to 
be part of the conversation that allows them to then go, when they’re out with 
their neighbors, to share and talk about what they did.  So I think that’s where I go 
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back to the process, process, process, and how do we incorporate as many people 
as we can into those decisions into the process to help recommend things to us. 
Two observations provided additional frequencies for this theme.  In each meeting 
observed, the assistant superintendent provided a structure or protocol to the group that 
required all members to be heard by the entire group.  In both observations, both assistant 
superintendents asked for the opinions and suggestions of every member in the meeting 
in an organized method that ensured no one was missed.  All participants in both 
meetings were actively engaged participants in all components from beginning to end.  
Artifacts added four additional frequencies to the theme.  The artifacts that were coded 
were either agendas or twitter posts that revealed various stakeholder groups participating 
in organized ways that were mentioned during the interviews. 
Intentionality 
For the purposes of this study, intentionality was defined as ensuring a clarity of 
purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and meaning (Barge, 1986; 
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2013).  The conversational leadership element of 
intentionality was coded for five themes, with a frequency of 112 references by study 
participants.  Table 6 outlines the five themes of intentionality and the sources 
contributing to each. 
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Tying conversations back to the language of guiding documents   8   9 2 10 21 28 
Framing clear expectations for stakeholders to tell their own 
stories   8   6 1   9 16 24 
Building stakeholder understanding of system complexities 10   4 3 13 21 22 
Soliciting candid feedback (through the use of surveys) 10   9 0   4 13 20 
Maximizing opportunities to plant seeds of thought related to 
organizational goals 10 10 1   3 14 19 
 
Tying conversations back to the language of guiding documents. This theme 
was referenced 28 times in 21 sources, representing 25% of the coded content in the 
conversational element of intentionality.  This theme had the highest frequency of data 
coded for all intentionality themes.  It was the second highest referenced singular theme 
in all four elements in the study and was referenced by 90% of the assistant 
superintendents in the study.  Consistent with the element of intentionality in general, this 
theme reveals that top-level leaders recognize that they must not only design strategic 
plans, but also talk about strategy (Berson & Stieglitz, 2013; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; 
Nichols, 2013).  One participant describes this strategic alignment in the following 
statement collected during an interview: 
I think a lot of it we try to bring things back to, I call them our guiding 
documents.  So how does what we’re talking about connect back to our strategic 
plan?  Because I truly feel we’ve done a nice job of alignment.  I truly feel that 
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our strategic plan is succinct enough yet broad enough that it provides an 
overarching umbrella where people can have a lot of freedom to act underneath it 
and still meet the goals and the direction that this strategic plan lays out. 
As one other participant states, they “regularly and constantly and consistently revisit 
what we wrote and spoke as our priorities.”  Another participant described the purpose of 
such focus: “Through consistent and constant communication that clarity exists not only 
because they were part of the development but because we tie every conversation we 
have back to that same language in that plan.”  The following interview statement further 
explains this concept: 
It starts with the vision and a mission and we were really careful to have a short 
vision and mission, and clarity around what is a mission so that people would 
understand that this is the reason and this is the direction.  So we try to give 
clarity and define what those mean.  And then we have core values; you will see 
signage throughout the district with our core values—when you drive up, when 
you are at schools.  So it’s not just the district, it’s something you see it’s printed 
on everything.  And I would tell you that you’ll hear our leaders be able to say 
well that’s one of our core values. 
 Two observation sources provided content for the coding of this theme.  In the K-
12 leadership meeting, the LCAP, a strategic plan that focus district actions around key 
areas identified by the state of California, is mentioned four times by leadership.  The 
assistant superintendent also explains the stakeholder input process for the document to 
principals.  During the second observation, the assistant superintendent refers back to the 
district’s breakthrough focus: “We want all kids to be successful,” as well as School 
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Safety Plans, and Single Plans for Student Achievement, all guiding documents for the 
district. 
 The artifacts that are included in the content for this theme include the guiding 
documents that participants referenced in their interviews, such as Blueprints for Success, 
Strategic of Pillars of Success, mission, vision, and core value statements, and agendas 
from meetings involving the LCAPs.  One artifact provided was a goal setting Google 
Doc that the assistant superintendent stated in his interview he used with principals to 
help align their own professional goals to the district goals.  Both the document and the 
interview were used as frequencies for the theme.  He described the use of the tool in the 
following statement: 
And you know it seems simple, but the idea that their goals now specifically have 
to align with a district goal and then there is alignment all the way down to the 
teachers’ professional development plans that happen at the school site.  So there 
is a document that they fill out that shows that alignment throughout the year.  
And so it’s pretty hard for them not to get clarity on that.  But then we’re always 
meeting with principals about refining what those look like, and whether they be 
just one-on-one conversations or group conversations and throughout the year just 
looping back to make sure that they are clear and they do understand what’s going 
on. 
Framing clear expectations for stakeholders to tell their own stories. This 
theme had a frequency of 24 in 16 sources, representing 21% of the coded content in the 
element of intentionality.  Eight of the 10 assistant superintendents, 80% of study 
participants, provided content for the frequencies in this theme.  In order for all 
 128 
stakeholders to understand and tell the same story, they need to share common language 
(Hurley & Brown, 2009; Marsh et al., 2016).  The content coded in this theme represents 
efforts by the participants to create experiences for their members to share the 
organizational story.  Additionally, participants coded in this theme, provided a 
framework for such stories to help ensure the success of their members.  One participant 
shared how scaffolding the message can help the quality of that message: 
It’s just to have those common talking points and surface around like give them 
the information you want them to carry in the way you want them to carry it.  It’s 
not that they’re not capable but make their job easy in doing that.  If there’s an 
initiative if there’s something that we have rolling out and you want them to speak 
publicly about it, let them know the salient points of what they need to be 
knowledgeable of or aware of in order to carry that through their messages.  Then 
they can have whatever flair they want onto their messages, but these are the 
salient points that we need to have come across or that we are surrounding with 
this particular initiative.  So I think any time that you can be explicit or state the 
obvious we should do that so then that brings the clarity and the focal point back 
to what is really should be. 
 Another participant shared an example of how the process of decision making 
itself contributed to strategic storytelling after a committee had reached consensus on a 
new assessment program: 
As part of our process we would be walking through the rubric, and we went 
through each one and we asked the question, Why is this important?  And then 
asked if we missed anything; that’s really important for us.  And again, the reason 
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why I think that’s a critical step of the process is now when they go back and tell 
the story, hey, here’s what we recommended.  But, part of their story can be and 
should be, here’s what we did.  We had this 8-point rubric and here are the 
different areas of this and we talked about why each one of these was important to 
us as an organization, how they fit into what we’re thinking about doing.  So I 
think that’s a step that I don’t know if it often goes missed or not but I think it’s 
important for them so when they go back they can they can again tell a story as 
the reasons why it happened. 
 One of the observations provided content for this theme and supported a statement 
made by a participant in her interview.  She involved the principals in what she calls data 
summits.  Principals are asked to use data to tell a story about their school.  The 
observation showed that the assistant superintendent providing clear directions and even 
a presentation template for the principals to help guide their work.  In this example, the 
stated intent is to help the district leadership understand and better support the school.  
She shared the following description of the process: 
I do what we call data summits and that’s where they come in and they present the 
story of their school.  Data is a piece of it; they’re there with my executive team, 
and they tell me the story of their school.  Their numbers tell part of it.  What’s 
the rest of it, what’s their poverty level like, what are their families like, the staff 
members, what are . . . they might have health issues happening at their school 
that are causing different affect than would be in a normal year.  And then I have 
people in the room that can say I can come alongside you.  What if we were to get 
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a mental health clinician over there?  What if we had our crisis counselor there to 
help us support your team at your next staff meeting? 
There were nine artifacts coded to this theme.  Five of these nine artifacts were 
agendas that outlined activities and time during which members of the organization 
worked on creating a message or content to support their practice as a professional or to 
support the story of their school.  Three artifacts were guiding documents that 
participants referred to in helping others tell their story.  The last was a leadership rubric 
that was collaboratively developed by a principal team with district leadership and that 
frames clear expectations for communication with stakeholders. 
Building stakeholder understanding of system complexities. This theme was 
referenced 22 times in 21 sources, accounting for 20% of the coded content in the 
element of intentionality.  All 10 of the assistant superintendents, 100% of the study 
participants, contributed to the data coded in this theme.  This theme refers to the 
participants’ specific desire to increase an awareness among members of their 
organization, to truly educate them on the details of the system and decisions that need to 
be made.  One participant referenced the need for members to have a deeper 
understanding.  She said, “Oftentimes, what I find is that when somebody is really 
frustrated it’s because I didn’t get very clear directions in the first place.  So sometimes 
going through that, or even giving them the context in which they’re doing the work.”  
Another shared how communication can help address misconceptions.  He shared this 
example from a conversation with his union president: 
So that that’s one of those conversations is it’s a difficult issue because people 
perceive that jobs are going to be lost that programs are going to be are going to 
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be reduced or diminished, when it’s more just communicating how what the 
benefits of it are, and the fact that it won’t do that. 
A third example from an interview provides insight into how the participant believed 
educating stakeholders contributed to the health of the decision-making process:  
So in this situation was trying to get people to understand that just because you’re 
not cutting a teacher, or just because you’re not cutting a program, and you’re 
cutting an administrator, it has a trickle-down effect, and it will affect you and 
which ultimately then, affects our kids.  So, it was our job as leaders of this 
committee to look at budget cuts, to take every suggestion as real and authentic 
and possible, and then play it out, the domino effect, so that at least people were 
making informed decisions.  
Three observations provided content for this theme.  During one, the participant 
was informing principals of the LCAP process and sharing opportunities for parents to 
come and learn more about it.  During the second, the participant was involving members 
in explaining to one another how their respective departments were impacted by the 
decision made in the blended learning program.  For example, representative from the 
attendance and technology departments were present and shared with a principal and 
other coordinators the complexities of program requirements from their technical 
perspectives.  The third observation consisted entirely of the participant explaining the 
new California Dashboard, a digital presentation of accountability information, to the 
school board. 
Thirteen artifacts were coded in this theme.  These artifacts included creative 
presentations of strategic plans made available to the public.  Also provided were agendas 
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from a variety of meetings showing updates to stakeholders on each district division’s 
priorities and specific information on the state test administration.  Also provided was a 
fact sheet that was distributed to principals prior to their meeting for the stated purpose of 
increasing their understanding and allowing them to ask more specific questions at the 
meeting.  Four tweets were also coded.  Each tweet showcased a group coming to gain 
information, such as a GATE parent information session, or a FAFSA workshop, held to 
increase awareness of federal aid available for students hoping to attend college. 
Soliciting candid feedback. This theme was referenced 20 times in 13 sources, 
accounting for 18% of the coded content in the element of intentionality.  All 10 of the 
assistant superintendents, 100% of the study participants, contributed to the data coded in 
this theme.  The majority of the feedback opportunities coded in this theme refer to 
gathering feedback through surveys; however, several examples included feedback 
gathered in small groups.  All participants shared that the intent of soliciting feedback 
was for leadership to make better decisions.  One participant shared on of the feedback 
processed in her district: 
We send an annual perception survey through to all of our stakeholders or parents 
or teachers or staff in our administration.  And we really try to triangulate data 
and look at if there is a question or a line there.  And we look for any disconnect. 
Another participant stated, 
Conversation’s super important, and then feedback.  I know that in every meeting 
we have we collect feedback.  So we’re always collecting a little exit survey at the 
end of every professional development that we offer.  At the end of every 
meeting, we’re collecting feedback.  And then we’re looking at a meeting as a 
 133 
group, either instructional services, or cabinet is meeting to say how can we make 
this better?  Or do we need this?  Do we not need this?  Was it meaningful for 
people? How can we tweak it? 
All artifacts provided refer directly to the feedback gathered from surveys.  One 
listed the Healthy Kids Survey results something parents and staff complete to assess the 
culture of their school.  Another agenda listed a discussion of the results of an educational 
technology survey.  Other artifacts include copies of actual parent and student surveys 
and one copy of minutes that summarized the process for a committee to submit feedback 
to the school board.  
Maximizing opportunities to plant seeds of thought related to organizational 
goals. This theme was referenced 19 times in 14 sources, accounting for 17% of the 
coded content in the element of intentionality.  All 10 of the assistant superintendents, 
100% of the study participants, contributed to the data coded in this theme, and all 10 
mentioned the theme in their interview.  Two assistant superintendents, in particular, 
were instrumental in the phrasing of this theme.  One shared the specific working when 
she shared how she views conversations as opportunities:  
So I always joke that everything we do is with intention and purpose.  And people 
who knew me really well in my other district whenever I would have a 
conversation with them about what appeared to be random, they would later say 
to me, you were saying you knew where you were going.  So I think it’s about 
having a really clear understanding yourself of where the district and the 
organization are going and what their purpose is, and then maximizing any 
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opportunity that you see to plant seeds in other people’s vision or in other 
people’s hearts as they are moving forward.  
Another shared similar terminology in the following interview statement: 
Nothing can be new.  I always say temper the waters with anything that you’re 
doing, you have to temper the waters.  You have to start that conversation, plant 
the seeds, plant them again, put some water on it, and then gradually go up into 
what you’re really talking about because people don’t know, they don’t have a 
vast understanding.  So you have to kind of give them small doses.  You have to 
sprinkle it in.  And let it emerge, let it grow, and then build on that conversation 
and subsequent conversation.  So it’s not an all at once, it’s a gradual building of 
collective understanding. 
Additional meaning was added to this them when one participant shared the value 
of continually revisiting goals: 
If I’ve received input or feedback, I respond to it or I reference the prior 
conversations, or I make a connection to the goals or the mission.  I think so 
often, and I think time factors into this, that we don’t revisit and loop back 
around.  
In a last example, the assistant superintendent shared a similar message of continual 
looping of actions to goals in conversation: 
Do you actually respond to what you heard, either in that meeting or just as you’re 
out and present in your organization?  And, how are you weaving that back into 
the day-to-day operation and conversations that you’re hearing?  So it’s not an 
isolated conversation or strategy that I think helps people feel included.  But I 
 135 
think it’s the collective conversation you’re having.  Day in and day out, in 
multiple settings throughout your organization, that helps create that feeling of 
inclusion. 
One observation contributed to the content of this theme.  During the meeting, the 
assistant superintendent took advantage of the few times she did speak to summarize or 
rephrase others’ thoughts and relate them to literature or to the district focus.  The three 
artifacts that were coded in this theme were guiding documents mentioned in the 
interview process that helped tie conversation to district goals.  One example was a copy 
of the levers from a strategic plan that were used in conversations with principals to guide 
practice. 
Key Findings 
The interviews, observations, and artifacts were coded for 25 themes.  An analysis 
of those 25 themes revealed 10 key findings to describe how exemplary educational 
services assistant superintendents lead their organizations using the four elements of 
conversational leadership.  A theme was selected as a key finding if two or more of the 
following criteria were met: 
• The theme contained content from at least 80% of study participants. 
• The theme represented at least 19% of the coded data from all frequencies within the 
element. 
• Frequencies were coded from 15 or more sources. 
Key Findings: Intimacy 
1. Listening to understand, combined with its child node, bringing in concerned 
stakeholders for needs assessment, contained content from 90% of study participants 
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in 11 sources and resulted in 19% of the frequencies coded for the element of 
intimacy. 
2. Attending to the physical and emotional environment for conversations contained 
content from 90% of study participants in 17 sources and resulted in 17% of the 
frequencies coded for the element of intimacy. 
Key Findings: Interactivity 
3. Facilitating collaborative groups of different sizes contained content from 100% of 
study participants in 24 sources and resulted in 33% of the frequencies coded for the 
element of interactivity. 
4. Involving others in the active use of technology contained content from 80% of the 
study participants in 17 sources and resulted in 26% of the frequencies coded for the 
element of interactivity. 
5. Developing a process for the exchange of ideas in group meetings contained content 
from 90% of the study participants in 12 sources and resulted in 21% of the 
frequencies coded for the element of interactivity. 
Key Findings: Inclusion 
6. Inviting shared leadership opportunities contained content from 80% of study 
participants in 16 sources and resulted in 20% of the frequencies coded for the element 
of inclusion.   
a. Combined with its child nodes, treating others as experts and allowing those 
implementing to craft/deliver the message, this theme contained content from 100% 
of study participants and resulted in 36% of the frequencies coded for the element 
of inclusion. 
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7. Gathering key stakeholders in the same room for collaborative decision 
making/problem solving contained content from 80% of study participants in 15 
sources and resulted in 17% of the frequencies coded for the element of inclusion. 
Key Findings: Intentionality 
8. Tying conversations back to the language of guiding documents contained content 
from 80% of study participants in 21 sources and resulted in 25% of the frequencies 
coded for the element of intentionality. 
9. Framing clear expectations for stakeholders to tell their own stories contained content 
from 80% of study participants in 16 sources and resulted in 21% of the frequencies 
coded for the element of intentionality. 
10. Building stakeholder understanding of system complexities contained content from 
100% of study participants in 21 sources and resulted in 20% of the frequencies coded 
for the element of intentionality. 
Summary 
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality.  This chapter provided a summary of data collected from 10 interviews, 
four observations, and 54 artifacts.  Data were organized into 25 themes and categorized 
into the four elements of conversational leadership from the research questions.  The 
analysis of each theme produced 10 key findings to describe the behaviors that exemplary 
leaders practice to lead through conversation.   
 138 
Chapter V presents a final summary of the study, including major findings, 
unexpected findings, and conclusions.  The chapter also shares implications for action, 
recommendations for further research, and concluding reflections from the researcher. 
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This chapter provides a summary of the research study design, including the 
purpose, research questions, population, and sample.  The major findings are 
summarized, along with unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action, and 
recommendations for further research.  Chapter V ends with reflections from the 
researcher.       
 The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the 
behaviors that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead 
their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four 
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and 
intentionality.  This study focused on one central research question and four 
subquestions.  Each subquestion was aligned to one of the four elements of 
conversational leadership.  The central research question was, “What are the behaviors 
that exemplary educational services assistant superintendents practice to lead their 
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of 
conversational leadership:  intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality?”  The 
subquestions were, 
1. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intimacy?   
2. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of interactivity?   
3. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of inclusion?   
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4. How do exemplary educational services assistant superintendents lead their 
organizations through the conversation element of intentionality? 
This was a thematic study on the conversational behaviors of exemplary leaders in 
a variety of professions, collaboratively designed by 12 peer researchers and four faculty 
chairs.  The target populations in the study included school district superintendents, 
assistant superintendents, principals, community college presidents, regional directors, 
chief nursing officers, police chiefs and sheriffs, nonprofit executive directors, and city 
managers.  All peer researchers used the same study design and interview protocol. 
The population of this study was educational services assistant superintendents 
serving in the 1,025 public school districts in California (California Department of 
Education, n.d.).  This population was further narrowed to only educational services 
assistant superintendents employed in five counties of Southern California: Los Angeles, 
Orange, Riverside, San Diego, and Imperial Counties.  Based upon this sampling frame, 
the target population was approximately 168 educational services assistant 
superintendents. 
 This study used nonprobability sampling, focusing on a purposeful, convenience 
sample of only educational services assistant superintendents in Southern California, also 
classified as exemplary, therefore significantly narrowing the population.  To meet the 
criteria for exemplary, a purposeful sampling method was used.  Each peer researcher 
collected data from a sample of 10 exemplary leaders.  For purposes of this study, 
exemplary educational services assistant superintendents were defined as leaders who set 
themselves apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following six 
characteristics:  
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1. evidence of successful relationships with followers; 
2. evidence of leading a successful organization; 
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession; 
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or 
association meetings; 
5. recognition by their peers; and 
6. membership in professional associations within their field like ACSA, Association of 
California School Administrators, or AASA, The School Superintendents Association. 
In order to gain an authentic understanding of the lived leadership experiences of 
the 10 exemplary educational services assistant superintendents, semistructured face-to-
face interviews were conducted.  Interviews lasted on average 60 minutes each.  
Interview data were triangulated with four observations, totaling 6 hours, and 54 artifacts. 
Major Findings 
Chapter IV presented an analysis of data collected in relation to the study’s 
central research question.  This study’s central research question was answered through 
the analysis of the four subquestions.  The subquestions were written to gather data on 
each of the four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, 
and intentionality.  The educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study practiced all four elements of conversational leadership.  Each of the four 
elements of conversational leadership produced at least two key findings.  The following 
10 key findings were determined by evaluating which themes had two or more of the 
following criteria: 
• The theme contained content from at least 80% of study participants. 
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• The theme represented at least 19% of the coded data from all frequencies within the 
element. 
• Frequencies were coded from 15 or more sources. 
Key Findings: Intimacy 
1. Listening to understand, combined with its child node, bringing in concerned 
stakeholders for needs assessment, contained content from 90% of study participants 
in 11 sources and resulted in 19% of the frequencies coded for the element of 
intimacy. 
2. Attending to the physical and emotional environment for conversations contained 
content from 90% of study participants in 17 sources and resulted in 17% of the 
frequencies coded for the element of intimacy. 
Key Findings: Interactivity 
3. Facilitating collaborative groups of different sizes contained content from 100% of 
study participants in 24 sources and resulted in 33% of the frequencies coded for the 
element of interactivity. 
4. Involving others in the active use of technology contained content from 80% of the 
study participants in 17 sources and resulted in 26% of the frequencies coded for the 
element of interactivity. 
5. Developing a process for the exchange of ideas in-group meetings contained content 
from 90% of the study participants in 12 sources and resulted in 21% of the 
frequencies coded for the element of interactivity. 
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Key Findings: Inclusion 
6. Inviting shared leadership opportunities contained content from 80% of study 
participants in 16 sources and resulted in 20% of the frequencies coded for the element 
of inclusion.   
a. Combined with its child nodes, treating others as experts and allowing those 
implementing to craft/deliver the message, this theme contained content form 100% 
of study participants and resulted in 36% of the frequencies coded for the element 
of inclusion. 
7. Gathering key stakeholders in the same room for collaborative decision 
making/problem solving contained content from 80% of study participants in 15 
sources and resulted in 17% of the frequencies coded for the element of inclusion. 
Key Findings: Intentionality 
8. Tying conversations back to the language of guiding documents contained content 
from 80% of study participants in 21 sources and resulted in 25% of the frequencies 
coded for the element of intentionality. 
9. Framing clear expectations for stakeholders to tell their own stories contained content 
from 80% of study participants in 16 sources and resulted in 21% of the frequencies 
coded for the element of intentionality. 
10. Building stakeholder understanding of system complexities contained content from 
100% of study participants in 21 sources and resulted in 20% of the frequencies coded 
for the element of intentionality. 
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Unexpected Findings 
One theme emerged that was an unexpected finding of this study.  The 
interactivity theme of utilizing an accordion mode of communication was a reference that 
stood out immediately.  While it did not result in a key finding, the term accordion was 
referenced directly by two of the participants and indirectly by two participants in their 
interviews.  The model was also witnessed in three of the four observation sessions.  
Previous research on interactivity led the researcher to envision a web of multidirectional 
communication within an organization.  Glaser (2014) described the levels of 
interactivity that occur within the conversational intelligence matrix as exchanges of 
power and energy.   
It was intriguing to imagine the accordion model that participants described as 
communication shifting from individual, to small group, to large group, and back or from 
goal, to action, back to goal in a similar way to how energy might pulse.  Accordion 
models are found in the study of molecular cell biology and thermoelectric behavior 
(Berman, Akiyama, Stone, & Cech, 2011; DOE/Oak Ridge National Laboratory, 2015).  
This provided a different visual for the interaction of communication; the model became 
more linear than web-like in the sense of energy exchange.  Figure 3 shows the two 
potential models that were drawn in field notes by the researcher while attempting to 
capture the element of interactivity.  Each triangle constitutes a segment of 
communication.  While the web of interactivity was still witnessed, it was observed 
within the frame of the accordion, as pictured in Figure 4.    
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Figure 3. Accordion models of interactivity from field notes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Web of conversation within accordion segment. 
 
The accordion model represents the grouping or flow of the conversational energy 
in a more macroscopic sense, while the web represents the direction of individual 
speakers within the conversation.  
Conclusions 
The study’s key findings provided insight to describe the lived experiences of 
educational services assistant superintendents who practice conversational leadership 
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through Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, 
and intentionality.  Four conclusions were drawn based upon the data and findings of this 
study. 
Conclusion 1  
Educational services assistant superintendents need to intentionally practice 
careful listening with individuals and groups to support the kind of intimate 
communication structure within their organization that will create an environment of 
trust.  
The educational services assistant superintendents in this study paid close 
attention to the physical and emotional factors that would make an environment suitable 
for authentic conversation to occur.  This meant attending to issues of physical location, 
confidentiality, and leader’s self-awareness of listening.  This listening by exemplary 
leaders included simply being present and listening without the intent of responding as 
well as listening with the intent to respond to concerns appropriately.  
A primary tenant of intimacy is closing the physical or emotional space between 
individuals or groups (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).  Closing the gap can take the form of 
increased opportunities for face-to-face contact or egalitarian interactions that build trust 
through listening well.  Listening authentically to the needs and concerns of stakeholders 
supports the bottom-up exchange of ideas that an organization needs to maintain deep 
engagement of all members (Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Glaser, 2014; Hurley & Brown, 
2009).  Additionally, listening to understand promotes a culture of cohesion.  Cohesion 
can be defined either as a factor of commitment to group task or as a closeness related to 
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group awareness (Casey-Campbell & Martens, 2009; Rosh et al., 2012).  Further support 
for this conclusion was found in data from interviews, artifacts, and observations: 
1. Ninety percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study created intentional environments for authentic conversation to occur.  They 
paid attention to where conversations would take place, and they maintained high 
degrees of integrity and confidentiality to provide for a safe emotional environment.  
Often intimate conversations took place one-to-one at a location away from the 
assistant superintendent’s office, typically at a school site.  Within group settings, 
norms were openly stated, increasing the level of trust in the room.  Often small and 
large group meetings were begun with a check-in activity that sought to alter or 
measure the mood of the room. 
2. Ninety percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study listened carefully to understand their stakeholders.  They did this in two 
distinct ways.  First, they sat physically close to people, asked a question or questions, 
and listened without the intent of responding.  This allowed the other person to feel 
heard and valued.  Second, after a distinct concern was expressed, they brought in 
team members to ask questions and understand their needs for the purpose of devising 
next steps in a solution of the problem.  Both forms required careful listening for 
understanding.  
Conclusion 2 
It is crucial for educational services assistant superintendents who want to 
establish dynamically interactive organizations to facilitate a variety of collaborative 
groups and to develop a process for the exchange of ideas within those groups. 
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The exemplary educational services assistant superintendents in this study met 
frequently with or organized a variety of stakeholder groups for the purposes of 
collaboration.  This variety included the size of the group, from individual, to small 
group, to large group, as well as mixed stakeholder groupings.  The assistant 
superintendents were aware of the need to have homogenous groups for certain purposes 
and heterogeneous groups for other purposes.  All groupings and processes were 
deliberately used within those meetings to ensure a multidirectional exchange of ideas, 
often resulting in open dialogue.  
Research demonstrates clear support for the value of dialogue in building 
meaningful connections between individuals and groups (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; 
Hurley & Brown, 2009).  Additionally, findings indicate that when people are led in such 
a dialogic way, they are more satisfied with their work and more energetic and healthy 
(Barge et al., 1989; Carsten & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).  Further 
support for this conclusion was found in data from interviews, artifacts, and observations: 
1. One hundred percent of educational services assistant superintendents who 
participated in this study facilitated a variety of collaborative groups.  They met 
individually with parents, teachers, and principals to gather information, set priorities, 
and make collaborative decisions.  Community and staff members were brought in to 
make decisions on the mission, vision, and guiding documents for the organization.  
Joint committees were facilitated to make decisions about kindergarten, science, 
counselors, and report cards.  They also conducted book studies with parents and staff, 
always aware of the opportunities each gathering provided for interactions within and 
between levels of the organization. 
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2. Ninety percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study developed processes for the bilateral and multilateral exchange of ideas.  
Technology was a large component of this; 80% of study participants referenced its 
regular use for increasing the interaction among stakeholders.  Technological or digital 
examples included Twitter, Google Docs, Seesaw, and Go To Meeting.  All were used 
specifically to promote an open exchange of ideas.  Nondigital examples of processes 
for exchange included brainstorming sheets, whip arounds, and caravans of charted 
ideas on posters.  Participants mentioned the need for individuals to speak to small 
groups and small groups to speak to larger groups. 
Conclusion 3 
Educational services assistant superintendents who want to capitalize on the 
collective wisdom of their organization must nurture a climate of inclusivity by inviting 
shared leadership opportunities in all levels of the organization. 
The exemplary educational services assistant superintendents in this study were 
constantly committed to building upon the collective intelligence of their organization.  
They treated others as experts, inviting them to share their knowledge and skills, and they 
allowed others to design content relevant to their expertise that would be presented to a 
larger audience.  In other words, they engaged their stakeholders to participate in the 
development of the organization.  Groysberg and Slind (2012b) suggested that not only is 
this collaborative development likely to be better received by stakeholders, it provides 
critically important employees the opportunity to stand out.   
The literature on inclusion shows that when people feel they have contributed in a 
significant way, they have more authentic ownership of the mission and vision of their 
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organization (Berson & Stieglitz, 2013; Boekhorst, 2015; Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012).  
The leaders in this study actively practiced inviting the voices of their organization to 
generate what Hurley and Brown (2009) called collective intelligence and wise action.  
They acknowledged the significance of people being more creative and capable together.  
Further support for this conclusion was found in data from interviews, artifacts, and 
observations: 
1. Eighty percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study welcomed opportunities for students, teachers, and other administrators to 
practice shared leadership.  They invited principals to present knowledge from their 
own school sites at leadership meetings.  They invited teachers to decide how to grow 
leadership teams at their school sites.  Even students were invited to spearhead service 
projects and technological advancements.   
2. One hundred percent of educational services assistant superintendents who 
participated in this study regularly reached out to those stakeholders who were going 
to be the ones involved in implementation of an idea or system to craft the message for 
that idea to deliver to a larger audience.  This included hosting parent informational 
nights for math or science and a variety of digital citizenship lessons.  It also included 
newsletters sent to the organization about technology and changes in curricula.  
3. Ninety percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study believed others to have more expertise in certain areas than they did and 
welcomed the sharing of this expertise in public forums.  Participants used the word 
expert to describe the individuals they “tapped on the shoulder” to participate and 
share stories or examples about successes at meetings.  In all references, it was 
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specifically acknowledged that they, the assistant superintendents, did not know 
everything and needed others’ expertise to shed light on a variety of situations. 
Conclusion 4 
Educational services assistant superintendents who want to galvanize 
stakeholders to deliver the organization’s vision, mission, and values must continually 
focus conversations on the organization’s clear purpose and direction. 
The exemplary educational services assistant superintendents in this study took 
advantage of every opportunity to add focus to the organizational goals.  With so many 
initiatives and competing priorities in education, they all felt compelled to provide clarity 
for their members.  They referenced the language of strategic plans in formal and 
informal conversation so that it would become repetitive and ingrained in the 
consciousness of members whenever possible.  
According to Groysberg and Slind (2012b), “The main point of fostering dialogue 
within a company is to improve its internal and external performance” (p. 174).  Scholars 
agree that more and more employees want to understand what they are doing and why 
they are doing it (B. M. Bass, 2007; Canrinus et al., 2012; Weber, 2013).  This weaving 
of guiding language on the part of the assistant superintendents was not an attempt to 
solicit compliance, despite an acknowledged need to improve alignment and cohesion.  
Their intentionality served the stated purpose of building understanding of mission, 
vision, and values such that stakeholders would perceive the organizational intent and 
feel more invested in the what and why of their daily work.  The assistant superintendents 
also stated that intentionality was necessary to decrease frustration due to the decrease in 
confusion. 
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They also provided a framework for others to tell their own stories about the 
organization, aligned to one purpose.  In order for all stakeholders to tell the same story, 
they need to share common language (Hattie, 2012; Hurley & Brown, 2009; Marsh et al., 
2016).  Therefore, the assistant superintendents fostered this shared understanding of 
learning and improvement by engaging others in dialogue with the intention of clarifying 
the mission and vision of education as well as the long-term improvement agenda (Marsh 
et al., 2016).  Further support for this conclusion was found in data from interviews, 
artifacts, and observations: 
1. Eighty percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study constantly circled back to the language of their guiding documents in 
conversational settings.  This took the form of providing mission, vision, and value 
statements directly on meeting agendas and discussing organizational goals at the start 
of each meeting.  They tied conversations with parents, teachers, and principals back 
to the goals of organization as much as possible.  Also professional goal-setting 
documents for principals were linked to district goals for added alignment. 
2. Eighty percent of educational services assistant superintendents who participated in 
this study created opportunities for and provided the expectations for stakeholders to 
tell their own stories about the goals of the organization.  They emphasized the 
importance of providing the clear framework that included consistent language for 
others to speak publically about the purpose of the work they were doing.  One 
example included teachers returning from joint decision-making groups with an 
explanation for school sites about the reason certain decisions were made.  In another 
example, principals created digital presentations to summarize the data story for their 
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schools.  A model for the presentation was demonstrated for the principals, and they 
were given a guide to follow. 
3. One hundred percent of educational services assistant superintendents who 
participated in this study intentionally worked to increase the understanding of the 
complexities of the educational system and decisions made within it.  This took the 
form of ongoing conversations with union leadership to frontload the potential benefits 
of an upcoming decision.  Another took the form of a parent meeting to clarify 
confusion that was circulating regarding to impact of budget cuts.  Many examples 
were offered that showcased the relevance of presenting content to the school board, 
to teacher groups, and to parent groups about changes that had occurred in technology, 
math, and science over the last 10 years.   
Implications for Action 
 The theory of conversational leadership is still an emergent field in leadership 
studies.  There is great opportunity for the findings and conclusions of this study, in 
conjunction with the findings of the thematic dissertation peer researchers, to contribute 
to the understanding of exemplary leadership.  As such, the implications for action 
derived from this study have the potential to impact individual assistant superintendents, 
board members and policymakers, and administrators as well as consultants responsible 
for the professional development and preparation of leaders to become successful change 
agents.   
1. Classroom environments, from elementary through graduate level, should include 
more opportunities for students to practice conversation.  This practice should expand 
to include the theory of conversational leadership, including the elements of intimacy, 
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interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.  Students should be involved in face-to-face 
and digital conversations with an emphasis on establishing trust through choice of 
language and careful listening.  They should experience a variety of interactive tools 
that include voice, paper, and technology.  This practice should continually tie student 
communication back to the learning target of objectives and involve students in an 
intentional awareness of those goals. 
2. Teacher preparation programs should prepare teachers to host conversational 
classrooms.  Teachers are important leaders on their school campus and prepare 
students to be leaders of the future.  The focus of teacher preparation should be on 
content similar to two of the themes in this study: facilitating collaborative groups of 
different sizes and gathering key stakeholders from collaborative decision making or 
problem solving.  This content would necessarily incorporate two other themes: 
developing a process for the exchange of ideas and setting up systems for inclusive 
participation.  Until teachers know how to facilitate these experiences, students will 
not be able to participate in them, and the workforce will not benefit from a 
composition of individuals prepared for true teamwork.   
3. Leadership classes for aspiring or current administrators should also prepare leaders 
for the conversational elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.  
This training should also be provided by school districts for existing leaders. 
4. Leadership classes for aspiring or current administrators should emphasize the 
significance of being intentional in leadership and in consistently weaving 
organizational mission and vision into organizational conversation. 
5. School districts should revise administrator feedback systems to include the elements 
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of conversational leadership.  A tool for personal reflection on each element would be 
useful to refocus the work of leaders at least annually.  This could be woven into the 
hiring process for leadership as well.  The personal reflection tool could be mirror in 
interview questions or in a survey of leadership style. 
6. The thematic dissertation peer research team should collaborate to put their joint 
findings into a book on conversational leadership and the implications for top-level 
leaders in supporting organizational change.   
7. More research should continue in the field of conversational leadership. 
Recommendations for Further Research 
Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, further research should be 
done in the field of conversational leadership.  Recommendations for additional research 
include the following: 
1. This study was conducted on exemplary leaders.  A future study should identify 
conversational leaders first through a questionnaire and employ a mixed-methods 
approach to begin to determine which of the four elements is most used, and in which 
contexts, and which is least used by conversational leaders.   
2. Several leaders in this study mentioned the difference in their practices in times of 
change versus stability.  Further research on how the elements of intimacy, 
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality impact leadership style during more and less 
stable periods within organizations is recommended.  The difference between periods 
of transformation and transactional change may also be significant.  It would be 
helpful to learn if strategies change or if emphasis changes over time. 
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3. Leaders also mentioned the difference in their practices based upon the length of time 
in a location.  Leaders who were new to a school district stated that they had to 
employ different techniques than they did in their previous district where they had 
established relationships.  More research should be conducted to determine how 
longevity within an organization impacts the themes of conversational leadership 
within each element.   
4. A study should be conducted to determine at which level in their career, the leaders 
learned the skills of conversational leadership.  Did any one position provide for more 
opportunity to understand or practice any of the four variables of the study?  For 
example, did their experiences as site principals have a greater impact on their 
leadership development in the area of inclusion than their position as teacher or even 
as a director?  
5. More research on the element of intimacy in the workplace needs to be conducted.  
Little has been done on the study of nonromantic forms of intimacy.  Despite being the 
least researched element of conversational leadership, the participants in this study 
referenced themes of intimacy more than the other elements.  Intimacy also generated 
the most variety in themes, suggesting that intimacy is multifaceted and not yet 
completely understood as it relates to a work environment or leader-follower relations. 
6. This study did not find technology or virtual interaction to aid in intimacy.  A study 
should be conducted to compare the difference between virtual and nonvirtual 
environments to assess the impact of physical presence on perceptions of intimacy.  
This study should examine the advantages of being physically present with one 
another and in what ways, if any, intimacy can be achieved virtually. 
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7. This same study should be conducted in areas outside of Southern California to see if 
there are consistent findings related to the four elements of conversational leadership.  
It may be that different regions of the country favor certain elements of conversation 
more in their leadership style.   
8. A comparison of the conversational elements leaders practice based upon 
demographics is recommended.  Differences in gender or background would add 
important data to this topic.  It may be that leaders from different genders, education 
levels, or socioeconomic backgrounds practice different conversational styles.   
9. This thematic peer research team studied the following nonprofit and public sector 
groups: school district elementary and unified superintendents, assistant 
superintendents of educational services, principals, community college presidents, 
regional directors of migrant education, chief nursing officers, municipal police chiefs 
and sheriffs, nonprofit executive directors, and city managers.  Future studies should 
include corporate or for-profit leaders to examine potential differences in 
conversational leadership style when the organizational outcome is money. 
10. The theme of using an accordion model of communication to interact with members of 
the organization should be explored more thoroughly.  The number of direct and 
indirect references in this study was not sufficient to generate a key finding, nor did 
the researcher want to stretch too abstractly to make connections that were not actually 
present out of unique interest.  Nonetheless, there was a clear pattern beginning to 
emerge that warrants more attention.  Therefore, a separate study should be conducted 
on how the flow of energy in communication might mirror the flow of energy in the 
natural environment. 
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11. This study did not include stakeholder response to leadership style.  Further research 
should focus on the stakeholder groups involved in organizations led by 
conversational leaders to determine how they respond or interpret the various elements 
of conversational leadership.  
Concluding Remarks and Reflections 
The concluding remarks section allows the researcher to connect personally to the 
research process and share personal insights.  Three key insights are shared.  First, the 
research design for this study gifted me 10 face-to-face, one-on-one experiences with 
truly exemplary educational services assistant superintendents.  Their individual and 
collective intelligence illuminated where I still need to grow.  The time I spent listening 
to their experiences and collective wisdom was the single best professional development 
of my life.  I learned the significance of modeling integrity and establishing trust on a 
whole different level than my previous understanding allowed.  I learned the importance 
of failure and being brave, being tenacious and uncomfortable.  And, I learned that 
exemplary leadership is all about intentionality.  Exemplary leaders tend to the elements 
of intimacy, interactivity, and inclusion with poignant intentionality.   
Second, I learned that I am deeply interested in pursuing more study on authentic 
leadership.  I have a new awareness that this is less about the leader being authentic as an 
individual than it is about his or her involvement of others in deeply meaningful work. 
Several leaders pointed out the difference between dynamic interaction and authentically 
open dialogue.  Several others pointed out the difference between input and decision 
making.  I have a passion for open dialogue, Socratic seminars, and inquiry-based 
discussions at their finest.  Understanding the balance of open, honest dialogue and 
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feedback with appropriate structures for intentionality and moving change forward will 
drive my own work with a clarity I did not possess prior to meeting these seven women 
and three men.   
Third, speaking to the 10 educational services assistant superintendents revealed 
that I am on the right path.  Their stories affirmed that I am extremely fortunate to be in 
the field of education, that I get to lead others in building environments for teachers and 
students where their voices and creativity are celebrated.  Students and teachers should 
regularly be involved in exchanges that build trust, value, and push them to act with clear 
purpose.  This builds the self-efficacy that will make the world a more peaceful place in 
which to live.  The elements of quality conversation, and conversational leadership 
should exist in every classroom and every workplace.   
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APPENDIX A 
Introductory Letter 
October 2017 
Dear Assistant Superintendent________________, 
I am a doctoral student at Brandman University, conducting a study on 
conversational leadership practices of exemplary Educational Services Assistant 
Superintendents.  Your name has been referred to me by __________________ as 
someone fitting the criteria of exemplary.  I would very much appreciate including your 
perceived experiences of conversational leadership in my study.  If you volunteer to 
participate, I would want to schedule a time to observe one of your team meetings in 
November and to interview you, preferably on the same day.  Attached are the interview 
questions, along with the definitions of the major variables in the study.  Please let me 
know if you would be willing to help contribute to this important study. 
Regards, 
Lisa Nicole Paisley 
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University 
STEM Coordinator, SVUSD 
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APPENDIX B 
Conversational Leadership  
Interview Questions 
Note: The interview is in 4 sections. Each section begins with the definition of a 
particular element of Conversational Leadership and then proceeds to 3 related 
interview questions.   
Intimacy. The closeness, trust and familiarity created between people through shared 
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & 
Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011). 
 
1. How do you create conversations that promote trust between you and the 
members of your organization? 
 
2. Research indicates that a leader can use personal stories that show vulnerability to 
build trust and authenticity with members of their organization. Please share with 
me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that showed your 
vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of your 
organization. 
 
3. Tell me about a time when you listened attentively to members of your 
organization to engage them in honest and authentic conversations. 
 
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas; a back-and-forth 
process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). 
 
1. How do you engage members of your organization in conversations that are two 
way exchanges of ideas and information about your organization? 
 
2. How would you describe the strategies you use to cultivate a culture of open 
dialogue? 
 
3. Tell me about a time in which you effectively promoted conversation with 
members of your organization that incorporated an exchange of ideas around a 
difficult issue or topic. 
 
 
Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and 
participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley& 
Brown, 2009). 
 
1. What conversational strategies do you find effective to ensure members of the 
organization remain committed to and included in the organization’s goals and or 
mission? 
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2. What strategies do you use to encourage all members to become active 
contributors and spokespersons for the organization? 
     
3. Please share a story about a time when you allowed the members of your 
organization to generate the content for an important message.    
 
Intentionality.  Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create 
order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012). 
 
1. Can you share some examples of when you used conversation to create clarity 
around your organization’s purpose? 
 
2. How do you use conversation to elicit feedback on the goals and direction of your 
organization? 
 
3. What strategies do you use to give focus and direction to the organizations’ 
communication activities?  
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APPENDIX C 
 
Thematic Interview Protocol Template Draft 
 
“My name is _________________ and I (brief description of what you do).  I’m a 
doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational Leadership. I’m 
a part of a team conducting research to determine what strategies are used by exemplary 
leaders to lead their organization through conversation.  The four elements of 
conversation used in this study are depicted by Groysberg and Slind’s framework of 
conversational leadership, intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality.  
Conversation as used in this research applies to the full range of patterns and processes 
by which information circulates through an organization.  It is all the ideas, images, and 
other forms of organizational content that passes between leaders and all members of the 
organization including personal, interpersonal, group and organization. This study is 
about what behaviors you use to lead the organization through conversation. 
Our team is conducting approximately 120 interviews with leaders like yourself.  The 
information you give, along with the others, hopefully will provide a clear picture of the 
thoughts and behaviors that exemplary leaders use conversation to create quality in their 
organizations and will add to the body of research currently available.   
Incidentally, even though it appears a bit awkward, I will be reading most of what I say. 
The reason for this to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews with all 
participating exemplary leaders will be conducted pretty much in the same manner. 
Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research) 
I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study 
will remain confidential.  All of the data will be reported without reference to any 
individual(s) or any institution(s).  After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to 
you via electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured 
your thoughts and ideas.  
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email? 
Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document? 
We have scheduled an hour for the interview.  At any point during the interview you may 
ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether.  For ease of our 
discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed 
Consent.  
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so much 
for your time. 
Interview Questions 
Intimacy. The closeness, trust and familiarity created between people through shared 
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & 
Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011). 
4. How do you create conversations that promote trust between you and the 
members of your organization? 
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      Optional probe: What would you identify as the most important factor in 
establishing trust with your team members? 
5. Research indicates that a leader can use personal stories that show vulnerability to 
build trust and authenticity with members of their organization. Please share with 
me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that showed your 
vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of your 
organization. 
Optional probe: Tell me about the outcome from that disclosure. 
6. Tell me about a time when you listened attentively to members of your 
organization to engage them in honest and authentic conversations. 
Optional probe: Tell me about the impact of that conversation on the 
members of your organization. 
 
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas; a back-and-forth 
process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). 
 
4. How do you engage members of your organization in conversations that are two 
way exchanges of ideas and information about your organization? 
    Optional probe: What tools and institutional supports do you utilize to 
encourage the process of this back-and-forth conversation?  
 
5. How would you describe the strategies you use to cultivate a culture of open 
dialogue? 
   Optional probe: What role does social technology (such as blogs, wikis, online 
communities, twitter, social networks, web-enabled video chat, video sharing etc.) 
play in supporting this culture of dialogue? 
     Optional probe:  How do you deal with the unpredictable nature of 
conversation within your organization?  
6. Tell me about a time in which you effectively promoted conversation with 
members of your organization that incorporated an exchange of ideas around a 
difficult issue or topic. 
Optional probe: How do you provide the risk free space that encourages 
people to participate in the exchange of ideas? 
 
Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and 
participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & 
Brown, 2009). 
4. What conversational strategies do you find effective to ensure members of the 
organization remain committed to and included in the organization’s goals and or 
mission? 
    Optional probe:  Why do you feel that these strategies encourage more 
commitment to organizational goals? 
5. What strategies do you use to encourage all members to become active 
contributors and spokespersons for the organization? 
    Optional probe:  What are the ways that you gauge the impact of members’ 
contributions? 
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6. Please share a story about a time when you allowed the members of your 
organization to generate the content for an important message.  
      Optional probe: How did that work out for you and what was the impact?  
 
Intentionality.  Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create 
order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012). 
 
4. Can you share some examples of when you used conversation to create clarity 
around your organization’s purpose? 
Optional probe: What do you think you did that created that clarity? 
5. How do you use conversation to elicit feedback on the goals and direction of your 
organization? 
Optional probe: How have others responded to that? 
6. What strategies do you use to give focus and direction to the organizations’ 
communication activities?  
Optional probe:  Why do you think that the strategies you use help to provide 
focus? 
 
“Thank you very much for your time.  If you like, when the results of our research 
are known, we will send you a copy of our findings.” 
________ 
General Probes 
May be used during the interview when you want to get more info and/or expand 
the conversation with them. These are not questions you share with interviewee. It is 
best to be very familiar with them and use in a conversational way when 
appropriate to extend their answers. 1. “What	did	you	mean	by	……..”	2. “Do	you	have	more	to	add?”	3. 	“Would	you	expand	upon	that	a	bit?"		4. “Why	do	think	that	was	the	case?”	5. “Could	you	please	tell	me	more	about….	“	6. “Can	you	give	me	an	example	of	…..”	7. “How	did	you	feel	about	that?”	
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APPENDIX D 
Interview Feedback Reflection Questions 
 
1.  How long did the interview take?  Did the time seem to be appropriate? 
2. How did you feel during the interview?  Comfortable?  Nervous?   
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something you could have 
done to be better prepared? 
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that was the case? 
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the case? 
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how would you 
change it? 
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process? 
 
Field Test Participant Feedback Questions 
 
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or comments about not 
being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask your field test interviewee the 
following clarifying questions. Try not to make it another interview; just have a friendly conversation. 
Either script or record their feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to 
develop your feedback report on how to improve the interview questions. 
Before the brief post interview discussion, give the interviewee a copy of the interview protocol. If their 
answers imply that some kind of improvement is necessary, follow up for specificity. 
 
1. How did you feel about the interview?  Do you think you had ample opportunities to describe 
what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff? 
 
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?   
 
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were uncertain what was 
being asked?  If the interview indicates some uncertainty, be sure to find out where in the 
interview it occurred. 
 
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that were confusing?   
 
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview… (I’m pretty new at this)? 
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APPENDIX E 
Certificate of Completion 
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APPENDIX F 
 
Informed Consent 
INFORMATION ABOUT: The behaviors that exemplary leaders practice to lead their 
organizations through conversation using the four elements of conversational leadership: 
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality. 
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR:  Lisa Nicole Paisley, MAT 
PURPOSE OF STUDY: 
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Sarah Smith, 
MA, a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman University.  The 
purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe behaviors that 
exemplary Educational Services Assistant Superintendents practice to lead their 
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012) four elements of 
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality. 
Your participation in this study is voluntary and will include an interview with the 
identified student investigator.  The interview will take approximately 60 minutes to 
complete and will be scheduled at a time and location of your convenience.  The 
interview questions will pertain to your perceptions and your responses will be 
confidential.  Each participant will have an identifying code and names will not be used 
in data analysis.  The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.  
I understand that: 
a) The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes 
safe-guarded in a locked file drawer or password protected digital file to which 
the researcher will have sole access.   
b) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not to 
participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to 
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answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose.  Also, the 
Investigator may stop the study at any time. 
c) If I have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact 
Lisa Paisley, MA at lpaisley@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at xxx-xxx-
xxxxx; or Dr. Patricia White (Advisor) at pwhite@brandman.edu. 
d) No information that identifies you me will be released without my separate 
consent and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by 
law.  If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, you I will be so 
informed and consent re-obtained.  There are minimal risks associated with 
participating in this research.  
e) If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed 
consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of 
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, 
CA 92618, (949) 341-7641. 
 
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s 
Bill of Rights.”  I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the 
procedure(s) set forth. 
        Date:      
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party 
        Date:      
Signature of Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX G 
IRB Bill of Rights 
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APPENDIX H 
Observation Template 
 
